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it was fitting that the 2010 Sla annual 
Conference was held in New orleans, 
that most international of american cit-
ies, a place where the blend of cultures 
and cuisines is more apparent than 
nearly anywhere else in america. The 
conference hosted a rich and varied 
collection of attendees, with represen-
tatives from 26 countries, and provided 
opportunities to exchange ideas and 
experiences from around the world.
as you may know, Sla has a truly 
global membership. This is a point of 
considerable focus for our association 
and is evidenced both by the growth 
patterns of our membership—the asian 
Chapter is the fastest-growing unit with-
in Sla—and by the increasingly diverse 
membership of our board of directors 
and the candidates who run for office.
My favorite talk offered to Sla 
chapters, student groups, corporate 
enterprises, iSchools and internation-
al conferences is called “Five global 
Trends all Knowledge Workers Should 
Understand.” The first of the five trends 
is a good warm-up topic for the remain-
ing four, and it is that we live in an 
increasingly global culture. business 
events that occur in asia affect europe 
and, in turn, the americas. economic 
concerns in greece influence markets 
in Singapore. Chinese negotiations with 
google have repercussions in Mountain 
View, California, as well as Mumbai.
Political and social events are eroding 
national boundaries, and developing 
countries are fueling a tectonic shift 
in the economic engines that drive 
world economies. global trends are 
also driving the use and exchange of 
information, the use of social media, 
and the expansion of future markets. 
Facebook, which recently passed the 
500 million-user mark, counts more 
than 70 percent of its users outside 
the United States. Poland and Thailand 
were recently the fastest-growing mar-
kets for new Facebook users, iceland 
boasts the largest per capita percentage 
of users (slightly more than 41 percent), 
Turkey has the third largest number of 
users overall, and the Philippines is in 
the top 10.
What does all of this mean for infor-
mation professionals? at a minimum, 
the accelerating movement toward a 
global information and communica-
tion culture means that what we do, 
read, consume, create and disseminate 
crosses almost all borders and cultures. 
We need to learn from all cultures and 
respect the creativity and complexity of 
the global information world. answers to 
our questions, solutions to our issues, 
ideas to spur our growth—they can 
come from anywhere and everywhere.
When we package and describe what 
we do, we need to think in terms of 
global words and concepts, not paro-
chial ones. We need to be aware of 
global communication protocols and 
be sensitive to time zones and seasonal 
changes—summer in December is a 
fact of life for half our globe—and the 
equality of ideas from all corners. in a 
word, we need to think globally.
The communication and exchange 
of ideas happen in many venues, and 
those venues should include some from 
our professional home. recently, i had 
the good fortune to join with other librar-
ians in a People to People delegation 
to China, where we visited professional 
Taking a Global View
The information profession is increasingly 
speaking with different voices and identifying 
new perspectives on common concerns.
By Anne CApuTo, SLA preSIdenT
colleagues from the National Science 
library of the Chinese academy of 
Sciences, the institute of Scientific and 
Technical information of China, the 
Shanghai Municipal archives, and two 
universities. although we sat on sepa-
rate sides of the table and communi-
cated principally through a translator, 
we soon discovered the questions and 
issues we face are common to all our 
situations.
The best part of the meetings occurred 
after the formal presentations ended, 
when we had the opportunity to engage 
in informal conversations and discuss 
real situations and issues. During these 
conversations, we were all informa-
tion and knowledge professionals shar-
ing common questions and providing 
answers and perspectives from our 
collective experience. Ultimately, our 
bonds as information professionals are 
stronger than our parochial concerns as 
Chinese librarians or Canadian profes-
sors or american catalogers.
it is stimulating to speak to col-
leagues with different perspectives yet 
common concerns. This diversity is 
critical to our future and to the future 
of successful knowledge professionals. 
listen to the chorus sung in differ-
ent accents and learn from and par-
ticipate in the exchanges. We will all be 
richer for it. Sla
Ultimately, our bonds  
as information profes-
sionals are stronger than 
our parochial concerns 
as Chinese librarians or 
Canadian professors or 
American catalogers.
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past president dies · tchobanoff receives dana award · etc.
Past President Dies;  
Was 54-Year Member
Catherine “Kitty” Scott, who joined Sla 
in 1955 and served the association in a 
variety of capacities—most notably as 
president in 1992-1993—died May 17 
at her home in Washington, D.C.
Scott, who joined Sla while a student 
at Catholic University, began her library 
career in high 
school by work-
ing a summer job 
at the library of 
Congress. later, 
while in gradu-
ate school (also 
at Catholic), she 
took a summer 
job as an assis-
tant to the librarian at the export-import 
bank. When the librarian fell ill, Scott 
stepped in and fulfilled her duties for 
the next year.
after library stints at the U.S. 
Department of Commerce and the army 
Corps of engineers, Scott helped launch 
the library at the National association of 
home builders. She worked at that 
library for seven years, then took what 
she called “the big leap” and left to start 
a library for aT&T and Western electric, 
also known as bell Communications. 
There, she provided support for the 
NaSa manned space flight program.
She was probably best known for her 
next job—as chief librarian and director 
of the National air and Space Museum 
library of the Smithsonian institution. 
She was hired, she said, to “organize 
their collection, which was stored all 
over all kinds of warehouses.”
Scott felt that moving from one job to 
another was beneficial to her career, a 
belief she underscored during an inter-
view last year for the “Voices of Sla” 
project. When asked what advice she 
would give to someone just joining the 
library profession, she recommended 
doing what she had done.
 “get a varied career,” she said. 
“Don’t stick always with the first job 
you get and stay there forever. Move 
around. get the broadest background 
and experience.”
She took the same approach with-
in Sla, holding a variety of leader-
ship positions, including chair of the 
aerospace Division (now a section of 
the engineering Division) and president 
of the Washington, D.C., Chapter. She 
saw Sla as an opportunity to make 
personal connections 
with other librarians, 
long before the advent 
of social media.
“it’s not just plug-
ging into networks,” 
she said during her 
“Voices of Sla” 
interview. “Friend-
ships and colleagues 
are very important—
the friendships that 
you build and the 
connections that you 
make.”
her connections within the library 
community and her involvement in 
politics prompted President richard 
Nixon to appoint Scott to the inaugural 
National Commission on libraries (now 
the National Commission on libraries 
and information Science) in 1970. She 
was the only librarian on the panel, on 
which she served for six years.
after retiring from the Smithsonian, 
she stayed active in Sla through 
the retired Members Caucus. She was 
inducted into the Sla hall of Fame 
in 1996.
“Kitty was an amazingly success-
ful professional, and i will always be 
inspired by her dedication to her pro-
fession and to Sla,” said Sla Chief 
executive Janice lachance. “She obvi-
ously recognized the importance of 
not just belonging to a professional 
association, but how critical it was to 
be active, to mentor, to network, and 
to keep learning. even long after her 
retirement, she remained a fixture on 
the Sla scene, continuing to give back, 




Jim Tchobanoff, who developed Sla’s 
first long-range strategic plan and intro-
duced the concept of embedded librari-
anship to the medical profession, was 
presented the John Cotton Dana award 
at the 2010 Sla annual Conference.
The award, named for the founder of 
Sla, recognizes a lifetime of achieve-
ment as well as exceptional service to 
special librarianship and the information 
profession. The Sla awards Committee 
cited Tchobanoff’s leadership in the 
profession and volunteer work at all lev-
els of the association during more than 
30 years of membership.
Tchobanoff, who runs an indepen-
dent library and information manage-
ment consulting business, has served 
as president of the Minnesota Chapter, 
chair of the Food, agriculture and 
Nutrition Division, and two terms on 
the Sla board of Directors. he also 
has chaired the long range Planning 
Committee, the Special Committee on 
research, the bylaws Committee, and 
the Committee on Committees.
Tchobanoff received Sla’s President’s 
award in 1986 for his work on the long 
range Plan and again in 1988 for his 
contributions to the President’s Task 
Force on the Value of the information 
Professional. he was named a Fellow of 
Sla in 1991.
in addition to serving Sla, Tchobanoff 
has repeatedly demonstrated his abil-
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ity to innovate during his career. While 
working at the Pillsbury Company, he 
led various teams that built a document 
warehouse system, giving researchers 
access to more than 100,000 internal 
research documents. he also created 
an r&D directory of employee expertise 
to harness Pillsbury’s internal knowl-
edge, and he planned, designed and 
implemented an electronic notebook 
system to help researchers access and 
share information.
While working in the 1970s at the 
University of Missouri–Kansas City 
Medical library, Tchobanoff, along 
with Carolyn anne reid, russ Murphy 
and gertrude lamb, implemented the 
Clinical Medical librarian Program. The 
librarians in this program make patient 
rounds as members of a teaching and 
patient care team, providing information 
services to team members.
To view a video about Tchobanoff 
and his achievements, visit the awards 
channel on Sla-TV.
SLA Members Give New 
Orleans a (Helping) Hand
New orleans is known for its music, its 
food, its nightlife—and, since august 
2005, for its devastation from hurricane 
Katrina. Several Sla members who 
attended the 2010 annual Conference 
in New orleans took time out from 
enjoying the music, food and nightlife to 
help rebuild and restore the city.
More than 70 Sla members who 
attended Sla 2010 participated in 
service projects 
designed to help 
repair the damage 
caused by Katrina 
and assist local 
residents who are 
still suffering in 
the storm’s after-
math. The service 
projects, the first 
offered by Sla 
in conjunction 




a hunger relief 
charity that provides food to low-income 
americans through a network of local 
food banks, and beacon of hope, an 
organization that helps restore and 
revitalize neighborhoods damaged by 
Katrina.
on Saturday, June 12, almost two 
dozen Sla members helped paint 
a house in the lower 9th Ward of 
New orleans, which suffered some of 
the worst flooding from Katrina. on 
Thursday, June 17, a group of about 
25 members sorted food at the Second 
harvest Food bank of New orleans 
and acadiana. That same day, another 
group of roughly 25 members helped 
mow, rake and clear lots that had been 
abandoned after Katrina struck.
The service projects were selected 
based on local needs. With approxi-
mately one in eight people in louisiana 
fighting hunger, the food bank is an 
invaluable resource for many. and 
although machinery can clear lots much 
faster than hand tools, resources such 
as riding mowers are not widely avail-
able to the city government.
The service projects proved popular 
not only with participants but also with 
at least one Sla unit. The Sla business 
& Finance Division, in conjunction with 
Dow Jones & Company, sponsored 10 
division members to participate in the 
service projects by paying their registra-
tion fee. Sla
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faculty use of libraries · switch to e-resources · etc.
Faculty Using Libraries Less 
Often to Conduct Research
as research practices and teaching 
methods change, academic libraries 
are becoming more and more isolated 
from the discovery process and are at 
risk of losing their relevance in one of 
their core functional areas, a recent 
study concludes.
ithaka S+r surveyed more than 
3,000 faculty members at colleges and 
universities in the United States and 
found that their use of network-level 
services, such as online digital content 
resources, discovery tools, services for 
information organization and use, and 
scholarly and pedagogical interaction 
and collaboration tools, is increasing. 
because faculty are no longer using 
the library as a starting point in their 
research process, their perceptions of 
the library and its value are changing, 
posing problems for library managers 
and staff.
“Traditional research practices relied 
heavily on the library itself and on locally 
implemented library-provided tools for 
discovery of books, journal articles, and 
other materials,” the study report states. 
“Today, there are numerous alternative 
avenues for discovery, and libraries are 
challenged to determine what role they 
should appropriately play.”
The report is the fourth in ithaka’s 
series of faculty surveys—conducted 
every three years beginning in 2000—
that examine key strategic issues facing 
academic information services provid-
ers. The key findings of the 2009 survey 
are as follows:
•	 Basic	scholarly	information	use	prac-
tices have shifted rapidly in recent 
years, putting the academic library at 
risk of being disintermediated from 
the discovery process;
•	 Faculty	members’	increasing	willing-
ness to rely exclusively on digital 
versions of scholarly materials opens 
new opportunities for libraries, new 
business models for publishers, and 
new challenges for preservation; and
•	 Despite	several	years	of	sustained	
efforts by publishers, scholarly soci-
eties, libraries, faculty members, and 
others to reform various aspects of 
the scholarly communications sys-
tem, a fundamentally conservative 
set of faculty attitudes continues to 
impede change. 
To view the report, visit ithaka.org.
Report Projects Scenarios 
for Academic Libraries
What trends and events can unfold 
over the next 15 years that will affect 
colleges and universities and, by exten-
sion, their libraries? a new report by the 
association of College and research 
libraries (aCrl) suggests 26 different 
scenarios and rates them according 
to their likelihood of occurring and the 
impact they will have.
The scenarios in the report, “Futures 
Thinking for academic librarians: 
higher education in 2025,” address 










The scenarios are organized to reflect 
the expert judgment of aCrl members 
about the probability, impact, speed of 
change, and threat/opportunity poten-
tial of each scenario. The study focuses 
on the implications of these futures for 
academic libraries and includes a step-
by-step activity for academic librarians 
to undertake scenario thinking in their 
libraries.
“This report reinforces the notion that 
academic libraries are part of a larger 
ecosystem, and librarians should be 
consistently scanning the environment 
to look for signs of the changes that may 
come,” states the executive summary. 
“For academic librarians seeking to 
demonstrate the value of their libraries 
to their parent institutions, it is impor-
tant to understand not only the current 
climate. We must also know what will 
be valued in the future so that we can 
begin to take appropriate action now.”
To view the report, visit the aCrl 
Web site.
Wireless E-Mail Use Becoming 
Priority for Businesses
The number of wireless e-mail users 
will reach 1 billion by the end of 2014, 
up from about 60 million active users 
this year, according to a study by 
gartner inc., an information technology 
research and advisory company.
Wireless e-mail makes an individual’s 
e-mail account accessible and usable 
through mobile networks on mobile 
devices. according to gartner, most 
mid-size and large organizations in 
North america and europe have already 
deployed wireless e-mail, though gener-
ally just for their executive personnel. 
but with more and more employees 
working remotely or telecommuting, 
enterprise wireless e-mail adoption is 
becoming a priority.
even as more businesses focus atten-
tion and resources on wireless net-
works, social networking is increasingly 
complementing e-mail for interpersonal 
business communications. gartner pre-
dicts that by 2014, social networking 




























Figure 1: Starting Points 
for Faculty Research
SOURCE: Ithaka S+R, 2010
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mary vehicle for interpersonal commu-
nication for many business users.
“People increasingly want to use 
mobile devices for collaboration to share 
content, information, and experiences,” 
says Monica basso, vice president of 
research at gartner. “Social paradigms 
are converging with e-mail, instant mes-
saging, voice over internet protocol 
(VoiP) and presence, creating new col-
laboration styles.”
For more information about this study, 
visit www. gartner.com.
Essays Assess Research Impact 
of Switch to E-Resources
The switch from printed to electronic 
resources has had (and continues to 
have) profound implications for all librar-
ians and especially those in research 
libraries, which have found themselves 
caught between two conflicting goals: 
fulfilling their time-honored role as 
custodians of scholarship, and creat-
ing a digital environment for schol-
ars. a recent report from the Council 
on library and information resources 
presents three essays that examine 
these goals in light of the transition.
one essay addresses the question of 
whether a new research library can be 
entirely digital. The authors conclude 
that the all-digital library “seems to be 
on the horizon” but that it will need a 
“core collection” of monographs tar-
geted to the teaching and research 
interests of the university, as well as a 
strong interlibrary borrowing program, 
to succeed.
a second essay attempts to identify 
the true cost of preserving print col-
lections. after calculating expenses for 
space, cleaning, maintenance, electric-
ity and climate control, staffing, and cir-
culation and access, the authors con-
clude that “the costs associated with 
a print-based world, often assumed to 
be small, are actually large.” They note 
that while storing electronic materials is 
not without its costs and problems, it is 
much cheaper than storing an equiva-
lent amount of print materials.
For the third essay, Charles henry, 
the president of Clir, and Kathlin 
Smith, its director of communications, 
reviewed research conducted in 2008 
and 2009 to determine the benefits 
and limitations of large-scale digitization 
projects, such as google book Search 
and Microsoft live Search books. The 
authors recommend that scholars get 
more involved in controlling quality in 
digitization projects and creating a more 
integrated and useful digital environ-
ment that would support research.
To read or download the report, 
“The idea of order: Transforming 
research Collections for 21st Century 
Scholarship,” visit clir.org.
Tablets Forecast to Outsell 
Netbooks by 2012
although there is no consensus yet on 
how to define tablets, one thing appears 
clear—they will drive sales of personal 
computers in the foreseeable future.
That’s the conclusion of a new 
report by Forrester research, “The 
U.S. Consumer PC Market in 2015.” 
according to the report, PC sales across 
all forms—desktops, notebooks and 
laptops, tablets, and netbooks—will 
increase by 52 percent between 2010 
and 2015, to nearly half a billion units. 
Fueling this rise will be tablets, which 
will sell 20.4 million units in 2015, up 
from 3.5 million units in 2010—a 42 
percent compound annual growth rate.
Desktop sales, on the other hand, 
will decline from 18.7 million units sold 
in 2010 to 15.7 million units in 2015. 
by that year, desktops will account 
for only 18 percent of PC sales in the 
United States, compared to notebooks 
(42 percent), tablets (23 percent), and 
netbooks (17 percent).
“Tablet growth will come at the 
expense of netbooks, which have a 
similar grab-and-go media consump-
tion and Web browsing use case as tab-
lets but don’t synchronize data across 
services like the iPad does,” says Sarah 
rotman epps, a research analyst at 
Forrester. “Consumers didn’t ask for 
tablets; in fact, Forrester’s data shows 
that the top features consumers say 
they want in a PC are a complete mis-
match with the features of the iPad. but 
apple is successfully teaching consum-
ers to want this new device.”
For more information about the study, 
visit www.forrester.com.
Librarians Foresee More 
Budget Woes in 2011
With little or no relief in sight from the 
budget pressures of the past two years, 
librarians are continuing to focus on 
staffing and content acquisition to find 
cost savings, according to a recent sur-
vey by ebSCo.
More than four in five librarians 
reported either budget cuts or no bud-
get growth during the 2009-2010 year, 
and a similar percentage expect the 
same for 2010-2011. research libraries 
were hit especially hard, with 64 per-
cent reporting budget decreases.
libraries of all sizes were represented 
in the survey—25 percent of respon-
dents were at libraries with 25,000-plus 
users, while 35 percent were at libraries 
with 5,000 or fewer users. roles within 
the libraries varied, with nearly half of 
respondents representing the director 
level and 15 percent representing the 
assistant or associate director level.
The survey found that roughly two-
thirds of libraries are not replacing staff, 
while more than half are freezing new 
hires (57 percent) and/or re-grading 
or reassigning staff (53 percent). one-
third are eliminating positions, and one 
in five are cutting staff hours.
The survey also found that librar-
ians are dropping print and electronic 
(P+e) content combinations in favor 
of electronic only (86 percent), review-
ing content to eliminate duplication in 
databases (75 percent), and renegotiat-
ing package deals to either renew only 
the most frequently used e-journals in 
a package or to set new time limits on 
such deals (68 percent).
To help guide them in making con-
tent acquisition and de-selection deci-
sions, 85 percent of surveyed librarians 
reported they relied mostly on amount 
of use or cost per use. The reliance on 
usage to guide content acquisition and 
de-selection decisions could put more 
pressure on content vendors to provide 
regular usage statistics. Sla
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D o libraries create com-munities, or divide them? That may seem an odd question to ask, 
but none other than the librarian of 
Congress, James billington, raised it 
(albeit obliquely) in a presentation at 
georgetown University in 2005.
billington was speaking to his fellow 
members of the U.S. National Com-
mission to UNeSCo, the United Nations 
educational, Scientific and Cultural 
organization. The United States helped 
establish UNeSCo in 1945, but parted 
ways with the organization in 1984 
because of concerns that its goals were 
conflicting with U.S. foreign policy. When 
the United States rejoined UNeSCo 
in 2003, billington was appointed a 
senior observer and advisor to the U.S. 
Mission.
in his speech, billington noted that 
advances in sharing ideas and informa-
tion sometimes had disastrous conse-
quences. “The invention of the printing 
press with movable type fanned religious 
wars in the 16th century,” he said. “The 
onset of telegraphy, photography, and 
the power-driven printing press in the 
19th century created mass journalism 
that fulminated nationalistic passions 
and world wars in the 20th century. 
The arrival in the late 20th century of 
instantaneous, networked, global com-
munication may well have facilitated the 
targeted propaganda, recruitment, and 
two-way communication of transnation-
al terrorist organizations more than it 
has helped combat them.”
These consequences, billington 
explained, occurred despite the fact 
that sharing information enables peo-
ple of different countries, races and 
beliefs to better understand each other. 
“Whenever new technology suddenly 
brings different peoples closer together 
and makes them aware of certain com-
monalities,” he said, “it seems simulta-
neously to create a compensatory psy-
chological need for the different peoples 
to define—and even assert aggressive-
ly—what is unique and distinctive about 
their own historic cultures.”
To some extent, libraries reflect this 
psychological need—they organize and 
manage information resources that help 
define the distinct cultures of their 
users, organizations and supporters. 
but what if a library were to showcase 
the differences inherent in all organiza-
tions and their members, not just one or 
a few? What if a library were dedicated 
to celebrating what is unique and dis-
tinctive about all peoples and cultures, 
The Global library
STUART HALES is publications editor at Sla and editor of 
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not just those of a certain nation or 
region? Could such a library help foster 
unity and collaboration?
That, clearly, is what billington was 
thinking. “… The time may be right,” 
he said, “for our country’s delegation 
to consider introducing to the world 
body a proposal for the cooperative 
building of a World Digital library. it 
would hold out the promise of bring-
ing people closer together precisely by 
celebrating the depth and uniqueness 
of different cultures in a single global 
undertaking.”
The time was indeed right—the U.S. 
Mission proposed the idea to UNeSCo, 
several corporations and organiza-
tions (including google and Microsoft) 
agreed to provide financial support, 
and the World Digital library (WDl) 
was launched in april 2009. as this 
issue of Information Outlook went to 
press, more than 1,400 artifacts had 
been added to the library’s collection.
The WDl joined a select group of 
“global” or “world” libraries in cyber-
space. The World health organization 
operates the global health library, 
which seeks to promote the collec-
tion, organization and dissemination 
of reliable health sciences information, 
particularly in developing regions. The 
global library of Women’s Medicine 
and the global legal information 
Network are two other “world” libraries 
available on the internet.
While world or global libraries may 
grow in number, the question is wheth-
er they will grow in impact. Will they 
help build communities of doctors, 
lawyers or researchers? Will they foster 
an appreciation of the differences—in 
cultures, laws, faiths and other char-
acteristics—that make people, nations 
and organizations unique? Will they 
help erase the divide that separates 
those who have access to digital and 
information technology and the skills 
needed to participate fully in a digital 
knowledge economy from those who 
don’t?
The articles in this issue of Information 
Outlook provide different perspectives 
on the roles and impact of global librar-
ies. John Van oudenaren, director of 
the WDl, discusses the development 
of the library, describes some of its 
holdings, lists some of the site’s fea-
tures, explains how the WDl has inter-
acted with partner institutions, and lays 
out some of the library’s priorities in 
the coming months and years. robert 
Mason of the University of Washington 
discusses the social and cultural chal-
lenges facing global and world librar-
ies and suggests that Disney’s experi-
ence in Paris may provide a blueprint 
for addressing these challenges. and 
Matthew Nicholls of the University of 
reading (U.K.) explains what the expe-
rience of early libraries can teach us 
about today’s libraries and especially 
our efforts to create global libraries.
Ultimately, the value of global or 
world libraries may lie in their psy-
chological impact. by inducing librar-
ians, scholars and other stakeholders 
from around the world to participate 
in developing collections, such librar-
ies may help individuals, organizations 
and cultures transcend the differences 
that divide them. While not interfering 
with library projects that define distinct 
identities, global libraries may help 
promote a shared experience through 
which users of all backgrounds are 
exposed to knowledge and experiences 
that are unfamiliar to them but that 
may ultimately prove enlightening. Sla
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Connecting the  
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BY JOHN VAN OUDENAREN, PHD
L ibrarian of Congress James h. billington first proposed the establishment of a World Digital library in a June 2005 
speech at georgetown University to the 
U.S. National Commission for UNeSCo. 
at the time, the United States was in 
the process of rejoining UNeSCo after 
a nearly 20-year absence from the orga-
nization. billington proposed a coop-
erative project, to be undertaken by the 
library of Congress and partner libraries 
from around the world in cooperation 
with UNeSCo, to digitize and make 
freely available over the internet primary 
source documents that tell the stories 
and highlight the achievements of all 
countries. Such a project, he argued, 
would “hold out the promise of bring-
ing people closer together precisely by 
celebrating the depth and uniqueness 
of different cultures in a single global 
undertaking.”
The reaction to the proposal was over-
whelmingly positive. UNeSCo embraced 
the idea, which it saw as contributing to 
the achievement of a number of its 
own objectives—promoting knowledge 
societies, building capacity to exploit 
information and communications tech-
nology in developing countries, nar-
rowing the digital divide between and 
within countries, and encouraging mul-
tilingualism and increased diversity of 
cultural content on the internet. a few 
months later, google inc., owner of 
the eponymous internet search engine, 
contributed $3 million (unrelated to 
google bookSearch) to develop a com-
prehensive plan for a World Digital 
library (WDl).
The library of Congress and UNeSCo 
jointly convened a meeting in December 
2006 to solicit input about the proposed 
project from librarians and technology 
experts in many countries. Soon after, 
working groups for technical architec-
ture and content selection were estab-
lished, as was a best practices work-
ing group co-sponsored by the library 
of Congress and the international 
Federation of library associations and 
institutions (iFla).
at the october 2007 general 
Conference of UNeSCo, the library of 
Congress presented a working prototype 
of the WDl, with content provided by six 
partner institutions: the National library 
of brazil, the bibliotheca alexandrina 
of egypt, the National library and 
archives of egypt, the National library 
of russia, the russian State library, 
and the library of Congress. Following 
18 months of intensive planning and 
development, the World Digital library 
(www.wdl.org) was officially launched 
JOHN VAN OUDENAREN is director of the World Digital library 
at the library of Congress. he previously worked for the raND 
Corporation and the U.S. Department of State.
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at UNeSCo headquarters in Paris. 
institutions from 18 countries, including 
the national libraries of China, egypt, 
France, israel, Japan, russia, Serbia, 
and Sweden as well as major university 
libraries from several nations, contrib-
uted digital copies of treasured pieces 
from their collections to the first public 
version of the WDl.
Content and Functionality
in keeping with James billington’s vision 
of a library that “celebrat[es] the depth 
and uniqueness of different cultures,” 
the WDl is distinguished by the quality 
and selectivity of its content. Following 
are just a few of the many resources—
each contributed by a WDl partner—
that currently are in the WDl:
•	 19th	century	photographs	of	Brazil	
from the Theresa Cristina Maria 
Collection, assembled by emperor 
Pedro ii of brazil (National library  
of brazil);
•	 Manuscripts	and	printed	works	
spanning the history of China, rang-
ing from a rubbing of an 8th century 
stele documenting assyrian teach-
ings in Central asia to a 19th century 
makeup album used by actors in  
the Peking opera (National library  
of China);
•	 Japanese	illustrated	manuscripts	
and hand-painted books and scrolls 
from the 8th through the 20th centu-
ries (National Diet library);
•	 Manuscripts	of	important	works	by	
arab scientists and mathematicians 
from the 14th through the 19th cen-
turies (National library and archives 
of egypt);
•	 Indigenous	Mesoamerican	pic-
tographic codices from the 11th 
through the 16th centuries (National 
institute of anthropology and history, 
Mexico City, and the Center for 
the Study of the history of Mexico, 
Mexico City);
•	 Miroslav’s	Gospel,	a	12th	century	
liturgical work considered to be the 
most important and beautiful of 
Serbian manuscript books (National 
library of Serbia);
•	 Manuscripts	of	works	by	the	
Jewish philosopher and theologian 
Maimonides, written in the 12th 
through 14th centuries in hebrew 
and Judeo-arabic (National library 
of israel); and
•	 Martin	Waldseemüller’s	1507	world	
map, the first map to depict a sepa-
rate Western hemisphere (with the 
Pacific as a separate ocean) and to 
use the name “america” (library of 
Congress).
in addition to text-based content, 
the WDl provides access to audio and 
audio-visual content of historical and 
cultural importance, including record-
ings of slave narratives, ethnographic 
materials, and early films by Thomas 
edison and the lumière brothers.
The WDl site also boasts functionality 
and features that are intended to show-
case the content to audiences around 
the world. The main functional features 
of the site, which was developed by a 
team at the library of Congress, are the 
following:
Multilingual access. The WDl inter-
face functions in seven languages—the 
six official languages of the United 
Nations (arabic, Chinese, english, 
French, russian, and Spanish) plus 
Portuguese. every item-level display, 
description, curator video, and naviga-
tional feature on the site is available in 
each interface language, and users may 
switch from one language to another 
at any time. The goal of the WDl is to 
provide each user with an equivalent 
experience, irrespective of the interface 
language. (The actual documents on 
the WDl are not translated and repre-
sent more than 40 languages.)
Consistent metadata. every item in 
the WDl is cataloged by place, time, 
topic, type of item (format), and contrib-
uting institution as well as by language. 
The purpose of this cataloging approach 
is to allow for consistent cross-temporal 
and cross-national searching and to 
facilitate the kinds of cross-cultural 
comparison and dialog that the project 
is intended to promote.
enhanced view and zoom features. 
all items on the WDl, including every 
page of every book, can be viewed 
using state-of-the-art zoom features. 
Within books, all fold-outs have been 
digitized and are presented in color 
with the zoom feature. in addition, every 
book is available as a PDF file.
item-level descriptions. every item 
on the WDl contains a paragraph-
length description that explains what 
the item is and why it is important. 
Partial image of a page from the World Digital Library.
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These descriptions are written by schol-
ars and curators and provide context 
that goes beyond the basic metadata.
Curator videos. Selected items fea-
ture videos with curators, who pro-
vide in-depth explanations about these 
items. This feature brings the best and 
most knowledgeable curators at the 
partner institutions into direct contact 
with users.
web 2.0 features. The WDl offers 
numerous Web 2.0 features and pro-
vides options for users to print, down-
load, share, and reuse content.
While the WDl incorporates many 
innovative features, it also relies on 
traditional library functions such as 
collecting, cataloging and preserving 
items, creating high-quality metadata, 
and providing free access to diverse 
populations. in this sense, the WDl 
promotes professional practices to tech-
nology-oriented users who might not 
otherwise be exposed to what libraries 
do (and traditionally have done) best.
Usage and Participation
Since its public launch in april 2009, 
the WDl has been visited by more than 
10 million users, resulting in more than 
72 million page views. Visitors have 
come from every country in the world, 
with the largest numbers coming from 
Spain, the United States, China, brazil, 
Mexico, argentina, France, the russian 
Federation, Portugal, and Colombia. 
The cities with the largest number of 
visitors are Madrid, buenos aires, Sao 
Paulo, barcelona, Mexico City, lisbon, 
Moscow, Paris, bogotá, and Caracas. 
The Spanish-language interface is the 
most heavily used of the seven inter-
faces, followed by the english, Chinese, 
Portuguese, russian, French and 
arabic interfaces.
Visitor reaction to the site has been 
overwhelmingly positive, as reflected 
in comments such as “your site is 
totally amazing; to me this is what the 
internet should be about” and “The 
World Digital library is easily the most 
exciting e-learning tool on the Web.” 
Visitors have asked for more content 
about particular topics or from certain 
countries, and some have suggested 
adding new interface languages such 
as german or Japanese.
With respect to content, an important 
objective of the WDl is to secure broad 
international participation. all libraries, 
archives, museums, and educational 
institutions that have content to offer 
or that can contribute in other ways 
are welcome to join the project. as of 
June 2010, WDl partners numbered 
97 institutions from 63 countries.
Partner institutions that have digi-
tized their content and maintain their 
own digital libraries generally repurpose 
items in their collections for contribu-
tion to the WDl. in many develop-
ing countries, however, even national 
libraries and national archives lack the 
capacity to digitize their collections. 
To contribute to the WDl as well as to 
build their own institutional and national 
digital libraries, these institutions need 
assistance with training and equipment. 
Capacity building is thus an important 
focus of the WDl project.
in 2006, the WDl—building on the 
previous experience of the library of 
Congress in helping establish digitiza-
tion facilities at institutions in russia 
and brazil—established a digital con-
version center at the National library 
and archives of egypt (Nlae) in Cairo. 
The center is digitizing arabic scientific 
manuscripts from the Nlae for inclu-
sion in the WDl.
in 2008, the WDl provided equip-
ment and training to establish a digital 
conversion center at the iraqi National 
library and archives (iNla) in baghdad. 
iNla has begun to digitize its copies of 
the earliest periodicals published in 
iraq, a rare, at-risk collection dating 
from the period 1860-1930. The first 
title chosen for inclusion in the WDl 
was the complete run of Layla, the first 
women’s magazine published in iraq 
(1923-25).
in 2009, the WDl project received 
a grant from the Carnegie Corporation 
in New york to enable libraries in 
sub-Saharan africa to participate in 
the WDl. a digital conversion center 
was established in early 2010 at the 
National library of Uganda in Kampala, 
which serves as the hub of a national 
and regional network of institutions that 
are contributing a wide variety of con-
tent for digitization.
additional capacity-building efforts 
in other countries are planned, sub-
ject to the availability of funds. The 
WDl is supported by private-sector 
donations; major sponsors have includ-
ed google, the Qatar Foundation, the 
Carnegie Corporation, the King abdullah 
University of Science and Technology, 
and Microsoft. additional funding is 
being sought not only for capacity build-
ing but also for technical development 
and content creation.
Challenges and Next Steps
adding new content without diminish-
ing the level of quality established dur-
ing the project’s first year is the leading 
priority facing the WDl in the coming 
months. a second priority is to develop 
a distributed, online content creation 
system for metadata and translation 
that will enable partners to process 
more of their content locally. This will 
assist with capacity building and facili-
tate the scaling up of the WDl.
a third priority is to recruit addition-
al partners, particularly in developing 
countries. related to the recruitment 
effort is a fourth priority—that of under-
taking additional capacity-building activ-
ities and establishing digital conversion 
centers where digitization capacity is 
currently lacking. other challenges for 
the future include adding new features 
and functionality to the WDl site and 
providing enhanced access through 
mobile telephones and other hand-held 
devices.
as the WDl grows, library users and 
librarians can expect to benefit from 
it by having better access to reliable, 
high-quality content through a single 
site that is easy to use and contains 
numerous state-of-the-art features. 
The WDl will continue to employ both 
traditional library tools and the latest 
electronic technologies as it seeks to 
bring people together by celebrating the 
depth and uniqueness of the world’s 
cultures. Sla
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T he vision of a global digi-tal library (gDl) is relatively easy to state: digital pres-ervation of, and access to, 
knowledge and art artifacts in a system 
that enables sharing of this knowledge 
across time and place. The result would 
be, as betsy Wilson (2001), dean of 
the University of Washington libraries, 
has labeled it, an “any time, any place” 
(aTaP) library. With the growing avail-
ability of access to information through 
the internet and World Wide Web (more 
than a quarter of the earth’s population 
can now access the Web), this vision 
becomes increasingly appealing—it 
raises the possibility that even develop-
ing regions of the globe could benefit 
from access to global knowledge, thus 
helping bridge the “digital divide” that 
separates the information rich from the 
information poor.
What is there not to like about this 
vision? if we agree that it’s desirable, 
what’s stopping us from realizing it? 
What are the prospects of putting such 
a gDl in place?
Technically, the gDl vision can be 
realized. No one person or organiza-
tion has assembled all the pieces, but 
the technology is available. Putting it 
together would not be trivial and would 
require an exceptional and dedicated 
effort to translate the knowledge into 
digital form, but technically it’s relatively 
straightforward, and we have many 
examples that suggest it could be fea-
sible. For example, UNeSCo’s World 
Digital library (2010), though it does 
not share the same goals as the “any 
time, any place” vision, does suggest 
how artifacts can be accessed accord-
ing to origin/culture and time period. 
Similarly, oClC’s WorldCat offers infor-
mation about 1.5 billion items available 
in libraries around the world, and this 
might be the basis for a gDl.
i suspect most readers of Information 
Outlook would agree that a global digi-
tal library is desirable. a few readers 
may have questions about the vision 
or may be skeptical about the value of 
such a library. Certainly there are those 
outside the Sla community who may 
express doubts. it is these skeptics—
more fundamentally, their underlying 
social and cultural concerns—that must 
be addressed. 
Ethnic and Cultural Issues
a gDl, if it is to be realized, will be a 
socio-technical system, not simply a 
technical system that compiles informa-
tion sources and knowledge artifacts 
and makes them accessible. it will 
involve the social cooperation and col-




SOCial aND CUlTUral iSSUeS aSSOCiaTeD WiTh kNOWleDge CreaTiON aND 
ShariNg MUST be OVerCOMe TO DeVelOP aND iMPleMeNT a TrUly iNNOVaTiVe 
aND ValUable glObal library.
BY ROBERT M. MASON, PHD
ROBERT MASON is a professor in the information School at  
the University of Washington. Until april of this year, he served  
as the school’s associate dean of research. he can be reached  
at rmmason@uw.edu.
14 INFORMATION OUTLOOK V14 N05 jULy/AUgUsT 2010
laboration of communities that cross 
multiple domain specialties and have 
numerous ethnic and cultural back-
grounds.
because the gDl needs to span mul-
tiple knowledge and cultural domains, 
we can use a semiotic model of bound-
ary spanning to help us grasp the issues 
and track the progress of our vision. The 
semiotic model has been demonstrated 
with product design team members 
from different disciplines to identify how 
they communicate across the boundar-
ies of their specialties (Carlile 2002). 
This framework comprises three levels:
•	 At	the	syntactic level, a team agrees 
on the structure of their communica-
tions and how they will exchange 
information (e.g., whether the group 
will meet face-to-face). at this 
level, useful tools would include a 
schedule of meetings or communi-
cations, the format (“grammar”) of 
information exchange, diagrams and 
sketches of plans, and other techni-
cal details of how the team will com-
municate. 
•	 At	the	semantic level, the team 
agrees on the vocabulary of their 
communications and the meanings 
of the words, phrases, and symbols 
they exchange. at this level, use-
ful tools would include dictionaries, 
thesauri, shared databases, and 
other resources that could help team 
members share an understanding  
of the meanings of their commun-
ications.
•	 At	the	pragmatic level, the team 
resolves differences in values and 
viewpoints. it is at this level that 
issues of power become significant. 
even if the team members agree on 
the structure and vocabulary of their 
communications (from their work at 
the first two levels), they may differ 
in their assessment of the saliency 
of the information and knowledge 
they are communicating and how it 
should be shared and applied. 
as we envision the emergence of a 
gDl, it will require the participation 
of multiple ethnic groups and cultural 
communities from around the world. 
Not all groups, however, share the 
same view of the universality of the 
library metaphor (Duncker 2002). For 
example, we might think we can accel-
erate our progress toward a gDl if we 
consider it as basically a science library, 
through which scientific knowledge is 
shared and made widely available. if 
we do so, however, we are limiting 
the scope of what such a library is 
likely to contain and are embedding in 
the language a predisposition toward 
a particular epistemology and type of 
knowledge.
Science, for many of us, is equated 
with Western science, and we who 
have been raised in this tradition have 
a set of expectations and values that are 
not necessarily shared by our potential 
colleagues from non-Western cultures. 
even the word “research” has negative 
connotations for those from indigenous 
communities (Smith 1999). These com-
munities have seen and felt the coloniz-
ing impact of (mostly Western) scien-
tists who define the rules of knowledge 
creation, claim authority for how this 
knowledge is classified and accessed, 
impose this authority even on native 
systems of knowledge, and may even 
consider other claims of authority to be 
primitive and thereby unfounded.
This difference in perspective, arising 
from differences in heritage and cul-
tural experiences, reveals a shortcom-
ing of our vision for a gDl. Unless we 
can address the underlying ethnic and 
cultural issues associated with knowl-
edge creation and sharing, we will not 
realize a gDl.
The lack of attention to cultural issues 
in knowledge management systems has 
been noted elsewhere (Mason 2003). 
Such systems, intended for sharing 
knowledge within organizations, might 
be considered guides for implementing, 
or perhaps precursors to, a gDl system. 
The potentially critical role of librarians 
as boundary spanners in an emerging 
global digital library (given the absence 
of technical or automated solutions to 
resolving issues at the pragmatic level) 
has also been noted (Mason 2005). 
Learning from Disney
What can we conclude from these 
observations? how can we assess 
our progress toward a gDl, one that 
enables anyone—at any time and at any 
place—to have access to the world’s 
knowledge? The evidence and experi-
ence to date compel us to acknowledge 
the following about our vision for a com-
prehensive, true gDl:
•	 The	GDL	will	have	knowledge	con-
tributions from multiple, diverse 
communities, including researchers 
contributing to a specific scientific 
domain, communities whose knowl-
edge traditions differ from Western 
science paradigms, and ethnic com-
munities seeking to maintain control 
over their own cultural heritage and 
traditional knowledge.
•	 Each	participating	community	will	
approach the opportunity to contrib-
ute knowledge to the gDl from the 
perspective of the values embedded 
in its own world view. 
•	 The	GDL	is	not	merely	a	technical	
implementation but rather a socio-
technical system, and thus far we 
have not given sufficient attention  
to the social aspects of our vision. 
•	 Using	the	Western	science	para-
digm alone will be self-constraining. 
in much of the world, this approach 
would be viewed as an oppressive, 
imperialistic, and colonizing effort 
and would undermine the ideal of  
a gDl.
So, where does this leave us as we 
seek paths to build a gDl?
issues at the pragmatic (third) level 
of our semiotic model of knowledge 
sharing—issues of power and poten-
tially conflicting values—will need to be 
resolved. We need more than just agree-
ments on languages, syntax, grammar 
and other aspects of how we communi-
cate. resolving these pragmatic issues 
requires spanning cultural boundaries. 
having a dominant culture (most likely 
a Western science) assimilate the other 
cultures is unlikely to succeed, but a 
compromise between cultures may not 
be the solution, either.
one suggestion for a different 
approach draws from the lessons 
learned from Disney’s experience with 
euro Disney. From the beginning, 
The Global library
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Disney tried to replicate its theme park 
approach and its management style 
(i.e., the Disney culture), which had 
been successful with Disneyland and 
Disney World. in so doing, Disney failed 
to take into account the French envi-
ronment and culture, thereby creating 
problems. (as one simple example, 
Disney initially did not allow wine to 
be served in the better restaurants in 
the park, although wine with meals is 
expected in France.) as a result, while 
attendance seemed to be high, guests 
did not stay as long or spend as much 
money as expected. The result was that 
Disney was losing money at the rate of 
$1 million per day.
For the first few years, Disney execu-
tives did not admit there was a prob-
lem; when they finally did so, they first 
blamed the european economic climate, 
then the hostile French environment. (it 
is true that many French considered the 
park a threat to their culture and nation-
al identity. one critic predicted that 
euro Disney would become a “cultural 
Chernobyl,” a phrase that was often 
repeated. another said, “We don’t want 
to be euro Disney’s indians,” reflecting 
the widespread concern about cultural 
colonization.) Disney’s reaction to this 
criticism resulted in the park being fur-
ther isolated from its host environment.
it was not until the park was five or six 
years old that Disney changed its attitude 
and sought to become “The Prototype 
2000 organization.” executives revised 
their personnel policies to encourage 
more cultural respect and apprecia-
tion. over time, the normative changes 
reflected deeper cultural changes. in 
1997, gilles Pellisson—a graduate of 
both harvard and the French business 
school eSSeC—became president of 
euro Disney. his management style 
was neither distinctively american nor 
French but represented a blend of both. 
at the same time, the French public 
seemed to become more receptive to 
learning from Disney (to benefit French 
culture).
The turnaround in corporate culture 
and the reciprocal desire by Disney and 
the French public to learn from each 
other was the foundation for success 
at euro Disney. gone was the sense of 
being colonized and the determination 
to impose a business model that had 
proven successful elsewhere. instead, 
the two groups joined in a shared effort 
to build a “third culture” that combined 
aspects of both the French and the 
Disney/american cultures (Packman 
and Casmir 1999).
Emerging from the Ground Up
Might this “third culture” model be a 
useful framework for realizing our vision 
for a global digital library?
Such a framework avoids the coloniz-
ing approach in which Western science 
(for example) is imposed as the author-
ity on what a gDl should be and how 
knowledge should be organized and 
accessed. it also avoids the notion of 
compromise, where both sides may feel 
they have given up something valuable. 
instead, this approach emphasizes the 
co-creation of something new; the dif-
ferences in world views and values 
become generative and serve to stimu-
late new knowledge creation.
The third culture framework estab-
lishes this mutual learning as a desir-
able value, creating an expectation that 
multiple cultures will be open to the 
process of learning. The framework 
does not establish protocols for how the 
learning is to be accomplished, leaving 
it as one of the first steps for the stake-
holders.
Though this framework has prom-
ise (Mason 2007), it is not clear that 
such an approach can be applied to 
a comprehensive gDl. it would be 
naïve to expect that such a gDl could 
be designed and then this framework 
implemented, as one might implement 
a traditional library program or informa-
tion system.
Two factors, however, offer some 
hope. The first factor is the range of 
social networking technologies enabling 
the rapid formation of communities 
of individuals with shared interests 
and values. The second factor is the 
new generation of information work-
ers entering the workplace just as the 
baby boomers are entering retirement 
age. Members of the new generation 
have different norms and values about 
accessing, sharing, and using infor-
mation. They not only consume vast 
amounts of information, they produce 
and share it. Not only do they see the 
world differently than previous genera-
tions, they exchange information across 
organizational, geographic, and other 
traditional boundaries with fewer inhi-
bitions than prior generations. Some 
observers believe that we may have 
our first truly “global” generation, a 
generation that has “grown up digital” 
(Tapscott 2009).
given these factors, we can imagine 
a gDl emerging from the ground up 
(not driven by a top-down design) that 
is driven by “global” workers who share 
an interest in specialized domains. The 
gDl that we initially envisioned may 
be assembled from sets of specialized 
domains. each domain or interest area 
will emerge from a group of stake-
holders who, together, discover shared 
values and create new knowledge by 
exploring what is possible.
An Innovative Cultural Space
in summary, the gDl can be realized, 
though it is improbable that it will be 
The Global library
We can imagine a GDL emerging  
from the ground up (not driven by  
a top-down design) that is driven  
by “global” workers who share an  
interest in specialized domains.
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the outcome of a planned intercon-
nection of technical standards and a 
global, top-down design. ethnocentric 
views of such a library are likely to be 
self-limiting and dysfunctional. The gDl 
may emerge, however, as a collabora-
tion among cultural institutions, spe-
cial libraries, and similar organizations, 
each developing and making accessible 
virtual spaces for communities of like-
minded individuals to work. it also may 
evolve from the existing (and constantly 
expanding) range of social networking 
tools and services within which infor-
mation workers discover their shared 
passions for information on particular 
topics—topics that were not anticipated 
by existing institutions.
So, perhaps our vision for the gDl 
has been too small. The new global 
digital library might not be merely a col-
lection of knowledge resources that can 
be accessed seamlessly “any time, any 
where.” instead, it may emerge as an 
innovative cultural space in which new 
knowledge is continually created and 
reformed for (and by) the users. Sla 
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Q: When and why were the earliest 
libraries established? Were they “world” 
or “global” libraries in any sense?
before the Classical period, there were 
collections of books or documents or 
archives, and the boundaries between 
those categories were rather fluid. Not 
until the Classical period do you begin 
to find collections that we might call 
libraries. These early libraries were 
accumulated by kings and tyrants, with 
“tyrant” not necessarily being a pejo-
rative term—it means a monarch or 
strong monarchical ruler.
These people were mostly interested 
in accumulating “prestige collections” 
of books. at the same time, there were 
scholars, authors and philosophers who 
were accumulating private collections 
for genuine use in, say, the philosophi-
cal schools and gymnasiums of the 
greek world. Pretty soon after that, satire 
started being written about people who 
were collecting books but who weren’t 
necessarily learned or weren’t using the 
books for the “right” purposes.
So, as soon as books entered the 
mainstream of Classical thought and 
activity, people began collecting them 
both for scholarly reasons and also 
for prestige. but the first really great 
library, at least in an institutional sense, 
was probably the one at alexandria, 
egypt, which was founded by Ptolemy 
ii around 295 b.C.
The alexandria library was part of a 
broader effort to spread greek culture 
more widely throughout alexander the 
great’s eastern conquests, and it quick-
ly established itself as a world center. 
When we talk about a world library or 
global library, as long as we use those 
terms to refer to the Mediterranean world 
or the Classical world, we certainly can 
apply them to the library at alexandria. 
although the people of alexandria knew 
there were civilizations in places like 
india and China, they tended to think of 
“the world” as their world.
in that context, alexandria was prob-
ably the center of world learning. it had 
a library and also a scholarly commu-
nity attached to it called the mouseion, 
from which we get our word “museum.” 
This was a sort of research institute in 
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which scholars, at the king’s expense, 
lived tax-free and were fed. Their job 
was to add a little intellectual luster to 
the royal court and to turn alexandria 
into an intellectual center of gravity in 
the Classical world.
The kings in alexandria had a particu-
larly aggressive book collection policy—
we’re told they confiscated books from 
any ship that put into the harbor. There’s 
a famous story about one king who sent 
emissaries to athens to borrow the 
original manuscript copies of Sophocles, 
aeschylus and euripides and put down 
an enormous amount of precious metal 
as a deposit. When the books arrived 
in alexandria, he told the leaders of 
athens, “you can keep the deposit, 
because we’re keeping the books.”
This aggressive book collection policy 
swiftly turned alexandria into an impor-
tant world center of learning. even the 
librarians in alexandria were attracted 
to the city because of the huge book 
collection and the opportunity for royal 
patronage. The librarians themselves 
were mostly leading scholars in various 
fields—they had names that indicated 
they came from all around the Classical 
world, names such as apollonius of 
rhodes and Callimachus of Cyrene.
eventually, all sorts of things started 
emerging out of alexandria because 
of the library. alphabetical order, the 
generic classification of works, the punc-
tuation and accentuation of greek, the 
canonical division of homer into books 
and the ordering of those books—all 
of those things, as far as we can tell, 
came out of the library at alexandria. 
The library became a hotbed of scholar-
ship and contributed a great deal to the 
canon of Classical literature and then 
to shaping that canon and transmitting, 
refining and commenting on it.
Q: From what you’re saying, the library 
at Alexandria was really a community 
of scholars, not something the average 
citizen would have used.
i don’t think we have any stories about 
the public using this library. it wasn’t 
really a public building insofar as we 
can tell. but a lot of people knew about 
it, and that was part of the point—
there’s no reason for the king to have a 
library if it doesn’t help spread his fame 
or enhance his reputation as a patron 
of the literary arts, which the early 
Ptolemies were keen to do.
in terms of the library’s engagement 
in literary culture, we have to remem-
ber that literacy levels in the Classical 
world were not as high as they are now. 
a literacy level of 10 percent is often 
bandied about by modern scholars, 
although a lot of researchers, myself 
included, are beginning to think this is 
a pessimistic figure. but if we go with 
that number, it immediately excludes 
the great bulk of people who didn’t live 
in cities or didn’t need to know how to 
read or write or who were concerned 
mostly with daily subsistence. So the 
people who were reading and writing in 
the library were, almost by definition, of 
a fairly high status.
Q: You mentioned earlier that the library 
in Alexandria had librarians. Was there 
any training or education for them?
We don’t know much about them except 
that they were scholars themselves. 
They were appointed to the post of 
librarian as a sort of capstone to their 
career. often the librarian was called 
upon to debate with the court or teach 
the king’s children, so he also had a role 
in the royal court. but there must have 
been people involved with the care, 
storage and use of the actual books.
Q: Was there any rhyme or reason to 
what the kings collected for their librar-
ies, or were they more interested in 
simply acquiring anything they could get 
their hands on?
The stories we have are of rapacious 
collecting, but not in a random way. The 
kings had purchasing agents who gen-
erally were well-known scholars, and 
they would send them out with orders 
to buy books. but given that the kings 
employed scholars to run their libraries, 
i don’t think they saw collecting as sim-
ply acquiring materials.
Viewed from the perspective of the 
global library, a king of that era would 
have aspired to collect as much knowl-
edge as he could, even if that knowl-
edge belonged to his neighbors rather 
than to his own culture. For example, 
the library at alexandria was in egypt, 
and egypt had a long-standing literature 
of its own—the greeks were simply a 
layer on top of a much deeper, older 
culture. There is some evidence that 
the greeks talked to egyptian priests 
and that there were works written in 
greek that reflected and translated ele-
ments of egyptian literature. There is 
also a well-known story that one of the 
Ptolemies sponsored the translation of 
the Jewish old Testament into greek.
Q: The library at Alexandria was perhaps 
the best known of the Classical libraries, 
but there were others. Was there any 
contact between these libraries—any 
attempt to share their resources and 
make them more like global or world 
centers of learning?
There was contact and also compe-
tition. after alexandria, probably the 
best-known library was at Pergamon, 
in what is now Turkey. The attalid 
kings in Pergamon and the Ptolemies 
in alexandria competed very avidly 
with each other to accumulate the 
best library—there are a lot of stories 
about books being stolen from ships, 
for example. When Pergamon finally fell 
into roman hands, the rumor is that 
Marc antony sent all the books to egypt 
as a gift to Cleopatra.
on a smaller scale, most cities of any 
standing would have had a gymnasium, 
and many gymnasiums would have had 
a place for the young men of the town 
to be educated in both mind and body, 
and the mind part of the gymnasium 
might well have included a library. So 
there would have been a lot of civic 
libraries dotted around the Classical 
world at this time.
Q: After the Classical period, what was 
the next evolution in early libraries?
The next phase was the roman world. 
When augustus defeated egypt and 
became the first emperor of rome, he 
found himself in possession of huge 
numbers of books. he’d just captured 
alexandria, so he had the books from 
there, and all of his former rivals and 
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enemies from the civil war had died or 
had their estates confiscated, so he had 
all of their books as well.
What he did with those books was 
to found two public libraries in rome. 
he did so partly, i think, in imitation of 
alexandria and Pergamon and partly to 
draw a distinction between his rule and 
that of kings, which the roman people 
considered anathema. So he created 
libraries but he made them public 
libraries, and that’s the next big phase 
of the story. 
Q: Today there are online “global” or 
“world” libraries that are public. Some of 
them contain a lot of information but are 
actually targeted toward narrow slices of 
the population—lawyers or doctors, for 
instance—while one, the World Digital 
Library, really is meant for everyone but 
offers relatively little information. These 
developments suggest that the libraries 
of today are eerily similar to those of 
2,000 years ago.
With ancient libraries, the orthodox 
thinking has always been that not many 
people could read and certainly not 
very many could afford to spend their 
lives pursuing literature, so libraries 
were used by a small number of people 
to talk to each other. i think that’s 
partly true, but it’s also the case that the 
emperors and kings spent an enormous 
amount of money creating libraries as 
architectural monuments on prime city 
sites. yes, they were intended to appeal 
to the wealthy and scholarly people who 
used them, but they were also meant 
for passers-by, and you can see this 
clearly in the next phase of the story.
across the roman empire, cities and 
towns competed with each other to 
install more and more roman types of 
buildings—roman baths and roman 
forums and roman amphitheaters. one 
of the buildings in that suite of buildings 
would become the library, and many of 
the citizens in the towns of the greek 
east would want to imitate rome’s 
library buildings. So there was a constit-
uency beyond the wealthy citizens and 
scholars of rome who wanted to create 
a literary center in their own town.
When you see these libraries, they’re 
built on very prominent streets and 
have elaborate facades that grab the 
attention of people passing by. a good 
example of that was the library at 
ephesus in Turkey. This library was 
really multi-functional—it contained 
books, but it also was the tomb of the 
founder, Celsus, who was buried inside 
it along with his family. With the façade 
on the outside, it was like a billboard for 
him and his family. and all of this was 
on the busiest street corner in town, 
where the land must have cost a lot.
This library was doing a lot more than 
just housing books for a few scholars to 
read—it was occupying a prime piece 
of real estate and promoting the found-
er as a scholar and patron of the arts. 
Q: Today, libraries are often seen as 
virtual rather than physical concepts. 
Some libraries are opening coffee and 
snack bars to encourage people to come 
into the building and socialize and per-
haps re-create an atmosphere of a com-
munity of scholars. What lessons can 
these libraries draw from the ancient 
libraries?
a lot of ancient libraries appear to 
have had a very large, open, central 
floor area, and that area seemed to 
be intended to accommodate either a 
large number of readers or performance 
events like speeches or debates or lec-
tures, all of which were quite popular 
in the ancient world. in essence, the 
library had an architectural configura-
tion so that it could be used by people 
who wouldn’t be able to read the books 
but who would want to see a concert or 
debate. That’s sort of a parallel with the 
modern library.
What i don’t think is a parallel is that 
modern libraries have to constantly 
justify their funding by proving they 
have people coming through the doors 
and by conducting outreach activities. 
ancient libraries really didn’t care about 
that sort of thing, though they did try to 
accommodate large audiences because 
they were, in a way, advertisements for 
the generosity of their patrons.
Q: Did the proliferation of public libraries 
during the Roman era diminish the stand-
ing of the large libraries and perhaps 
reduce their claim to being world centers 
of learning?
There wasn’t a second alexandria, which 
developed a sort of legendary status. 
With alexandria’s fall, rome became 
the center of intellectual activity in the 
ancient world. a lot of the librarians 
from alexandria were brought to rome 
by emperors. So rome acquired the 
books and the personnel and the repu-
tation, and in rome there were a few 
libraries that acquired pre-eminent sta-
tus—augustus’ library on the Palatine 
hill, Vespasian’s library in the Temple of 
Peace, and, later, Trajan’s libraries.
The great imperial libraries always 
had a sort of luster and reputation to 
them. Scholars always wanted to get 
their works into those libraries, because 
that would mark their acceptance and 
seal their fame. imperial libraries had 
the best staff, the best funding, the best 
of everything, and they set the fashion 
for libraries that came behind them.
Q: Do you think an online global or world 
library can duplicate an early library, 
such as the one at Alexandria? Should 
that be a goal of such a library?
There are going to be some points 
of overlap and points of dissimilarity. 
in terms of their ambition to be all-
encompassing and amass the great-
est possible amount of resources and 
information and make it available for 
comparison between texts, the global 
libraries share a vision with the ancient 
libraries. The difference, of course, is 
that the ancient libraries existed to cor-
ral those texts into one physical space 
and bring the reader to the texts.
holding the texts inside a locked cup-
board in a marble library guaranteed 
their authenticity and allowed people 
to come and visit. The online libraries 
do just the opposite—they let you visit 
at 2:00 in the morning in your pajamas 
and download the information, but not 
view the physical object. So there’s a 
difference, but they share a common 
heritage in the collection and transmis-
sion of material and in safeguarding it 
for the future. Sla
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A lthough the late Simon Wiesenthal gained fame as a “Nazi hunter,” he typically did not track 
down war criminals himself. in help-
ing bring to justice more than 1,100 
Nazis—most notably adolf eichmann, 
who oversaw the extermination of mil-
lions of Jews—he used processes 
familiar to any librarian, such as gath-
ering, organizing and analyzing infor-
mation. relying on evidence culled 
from government files, World War ii 
veterans, and even disgruntled Nazis 
who held grudges against some of 
their former colleagues, Wiesenthal 
patiently pieced together incriminat-
ing evidence that would stand up in a 
court of law.
in 1977, the Simon Wiesenthal 
Center was established to com-
memorate those who died during the 
holocaust and to promote international 
human rights and dignity. one of the 
center’s main educational resources 
is the Museum of Tolerance in los 
angeles. Supporting the work of the 
museum are its library and archives, 
which are located across the street.
The director of the library and 
archives is adaire Klein, a brandeis 
University graduate and longtime 
member of Sla. Information Outlook 
interviewed adaire earlier this year 




STarTiNg WiTh TWO bOxeS OF bOOkS iN a baSeMeNT, aDaire kleiN DeVelOPeD  
a library aND arChiVeS ThaT SUPPOrT a WOrlD-ClaSS MUSeUM, a bOOk aWarD  
aND relaTeD ViDeO CONFereNCeS, aND lOCal SChOlarS—NOT TO MeNTiON  
The PUbliC aND OTher librariaNS.
BY FORREST GLENN SPENCER
Q: Tell us about the Simon Wiesenthal 
Center and your work in its library and 
archives.
We are a human rights organization. 
We are very proactive as well as reac-
tive in our activities and programming. 
The center includes its major educa-
tional arm, which is the Museum of 
Tolerance. We also maintain the New 
york Tolerance Center and offices in 
other cities, such as Jerusalem, Paris, 
Toronto and buenos aires. We are 
building the Center for human Dignity in 
Jerusalem and expanding the Museum 
of Tolerance in los angeles.  
The Wiesenthal Center was founded 
in 1977 by rabbi Marvin hier. The 
library and archives opened in 1978, 
when i was offered a part-time job to 
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develop what was then just the library. 
i did what i have never done in my life: 
i gave up another job in mid-stream to 
accept this one. i had a librarian posi-
tion in a private elementary school, and 
under normal circumstances i would 
have waited until the school year ended. 
i’m not sure why i took the position, but 
i’m happy i made the change. i accept-
ed the challenge to develop something 
from nothing.
Q: What was your first day like?
i began my first day with two boxes of 
50 books, some of which dealt not only 
with the holocaust but denial of the 
holocaust. i was in the basement of the 
building where the museum is today.
From the beginning, we determined 
that the library would support the exhi-
bitions of the museum and the public. it 
was not going to be a library that would 
service just the staff or the internal func-
tion of the museum. We were, from the 
start, open to the public, and i’m still 
committed to that policy to this day.
The collection grew over time—30 
years later, we have about 60,000 vol-
umes. We’re not in our original space, 
but diagonally across the street. our 
policies and our goals are very con-
cerned with recording history and pre-
serving and conserving documentation 
for future generations.  our services 
include reference, which is a significant 
part of our world.
Q: What’s the relevance of the archives 
to the center?
back in 1981, we realized that people 
were leaving archival material—docu-
ments, photos, testimonies, artifacts, 
and so on—at various offices, with 
whomever they were meeting. Finally, 
the library stepped in and took it all, 
creating the archives. The institution is 
grateful we did that, and the archives 
continue to grow.
as we all know, the world lives with 
a very short memory. Sometimes we 
have to be concerned about where the 
future lies and the question of who’s 
going to sit in my chair and yours in the 
next generation. We have to make sure 
that the next generation is prepared to 
understand the past they did not experi-
ence. That’s our role.
The question is, what we can pre-
serve and document of primary mate-
rial so that, 50 or 100 years from now, 
these documents and photographs will 
be witnesses to history? We’ve been 
honored for our work in this area. in 
2000, we received the first institute of 
Museum and library Services (iMlS) 
National award for library Service. it’s a 
great honor for us as an institution and 
a library and for me personally. 
Q: Who are the users and patrons of 
the library and archives, and how much 
staff support do you have?
our biggest users are educators and 
young people. We also have the media, 
holocaust survivors, authors, historians, 
academics, genealogists, and the gen-
eral public, of course. We run the full 
gamut. 
Unfortunately, due to the economy, 
my staff has decreased. i am without 
an archivist and a reference librarian. 
both positions opened up due to attri-
tion, and the decision was made to not 
hire new staff replacements. in addition 
to these losses, we had to cut back our 
access to four days a week.
i am very dependent on my marvel-
ous volunteers. We also get help during 
the year from interns from the UCla 
library School and the San Jose State 
program. This past summer we had an 
intern from the University of illinois—
her home is los angeles. i have a for-
mer archivist who gives us time when 
she’s in town.
We also have someone who’s on the 
Gedenkdienst program. in austria, there 
is compulsory military service for young 
men; however, they have an alternative 
program whereby men are allowed to 
serve in remembrance to the holocaust 
and austria’s role in it. These young 
men are usually very fluent in english 
and know german well, and they pro-
vide us with golden opportunities. To 
give you an idea, the Shoah Foundation 
interviewed Simon Wiesenthal before 
he died  The interview was conducted 
in german, his native tongue, and i had 
an austrian intern work with another 
volunteer, who used to teach german in 
college, to transcribe the entire 12-hour 
interview and translate it into english. 
This makes it available to a much larger 
audience.
Q: How have you adjusted to technology 
and its impact on services?
The number of people who actually 
come into the library has decreased 
over the years with advances in com-
munications technology, but we get 
a much broader spectrum of ques-
tions. We recently launched our digital 
archives online, which will only include 
materials we are able to grant permis-
sion to use. although this service is in its 
sla MeMber profile
Adaire Klein at her desk at the Simon Wiesenthal Center’s Museum of Tolerance in Los Angeles.
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infancy, there have already been some 
interesting searches and requests—for 
example, one user recognized a photo 
of a relative and identified a person for 
us.  Users can search both the library 
catalog and the digital archives in a 
single search or each one separately. 
Students can download JPeg files from 
the digital archives (photos, documents, 
etc.) for school projects.
but we don’t let technology blind us 
to our commitment to authenticity and 
documentation. For example, there’s a 
national program known as history Day 
that’s held in elementary, middle and 
high schools. it’s patterned after sci-
ence fairs and it’s tiered, with competi-
tions on the local, state and national lev-
els. it’s sponsored by the Constitutional 
rights Foundation. Participating stu-
dents review primary materials for the 
competition and prepare a bibliography 
from the research they’ve delved into.
over the years, we’ve had students 
who’ve utilized our resources and gone 
on to state and national finals and 
even won national finals! one year, 
we assisted three students who lived 
in bakersfield, California. Their topics 
were the uprising of the Warsaw ghetto, 
Medgar evers and the NaaCP, and the 
Munich olympics massacre. That year, 
all three topics represented the state of 
California in the national finals. another 
year we had a group of students who 
did a project on the post-World War ii 
immigration of holocaust survivors to 
israel, and they won the national finals. 
last year, there were students who did 
a project on Mendez v. Westminster 
School District (1946), which involves 
segregation, and they won the national 
finals.
These young people who are going to 
be in our seats in the next generation 
are very important to us. We put forth a 
real effort for them.
Q: Speaking of young people, please 
talk about the special annual program 
you conceived, the Once Upon a World 
Children’s Book Award.
The once Upon a World award was cre-
ated with my friend Sonia levitin. She’s 
the author of 40 books for children 
and young people, including Journey 
to America and Silver Days and The 
Cure. Very often, her books are histori-
cal fiction.
it so happens she’s a holocaust sur-
vivor, born in germany, and her family 
was among the fortunate to have gotten 
out. back in 1994, Sonia came to me 
and said, “adaire, it’s important that 
we recognize children’s literature that 
teaches tolerance, human understand-
ing and social justice.” So we brought 
together some librarians, educators and 
authors, and we created the award.
The award’s first year was in 1996, 
for a book published in 1995 that deals 
with the Underground railroad and 
what it meant. We’ve been honoring 
other books since then annually.  The 
recipient receives a plaque, a $1,000 
check and a trip to los angeles. This 
sla MeMber profile 
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year, the award program will be held on 
Sunday, November 7, and it’s an all-day 
program. 
Q: It has expanded from its original 
blueprint, hasn’t it?
yes. We realized it’s nice to have a pro-
gram on Sunday, and everyone enjoys 
it, but we were reaching only local peo-
ple. Now, when the authors come, we 
keep them over to Monday or Tuesday 
and conduct a video conference with 
children in los angeles and elsewhere 
in the world. This started after the book 
award in 2007. 
The video conferences have been 
exciting events. For example, in 2007, 
we honored russell Freeman’s book on 
the Montgomery bus boycott. For the 
video conference, we had 100 children 
here and 100 children in Montgomery, 
alabama. both groups read the book, 
talked to each other, got involved with 
activities, and asked questions.
after the book award in 2007, Sonia 
and her husband, lloyd, who endowed 
the book award in 1997, sat me down 
and said what we are doing is great, but 
we’re leaving out a significant portion 
of our reading audience, the readers 
above age 10. beginning in 2008, the 
levitins made it possible to have two 
awards given each year—with the same 
parameters, values and issues—but we 
are reaching out to a young adult audi-
ence as well.
in 2008, we honored a book about 
Jeannette rankin. She was the first 
woman elected to the U.S. house 
of representatives, from the state of 
Montana. For that video conference, 
we included a school group from an 
all-girls high school, which we thought 
was important so as to remind them of 
a time when women couldn’t vote or 
serve in Congress.
This past November, we honored 
Planting the Trees of Kenya and Libertad. 
The latter is a story about children living 
in the city dumps in guatemala. That 
video conference focused on children 
who become innocent victims when 
things go wrong in the world. it’s a fic-
tional story based on historical fact; it 
touches on education and immigration 
issues, which are extremely important 
for ninth graders to consider. For the 
Kenyan story, we had children here 
speaking with kids in Nairobi, address-
ing environmental issues.
Q: Where did you study to be a  
librarian?
Neither of my academic degrees is 
in library sciences. My bachelor’s is 
in hebrew literature—i was second 
in my class—and my master’s is in 
Near eastern Judeo Studies, with an 
emphasis on Jewish history. i went 
into teaching, beginning with first-grade 
hebrew—it was a language immer-
sion program—and then i taught at a 
boston hebrew school. later i moved 
to New york, where i met my husband. 
We lived there until 1973, when his job 
changed and we moved to los angeles. 
My first encounter with a professional 
library was when i worked in a syna-
gogue library in 1973-74.
Q: Did you ever intend to follow up in 
library science studies?
i had hoped to attend the library program 
at the University of Southern California, 
but it wasn’t possible to have a second 
income in a family where we were rais-
ing three children. Then they closed the 
USC library program and UCla didn’t 
accept part-time students, so i built 
my training and education in librarian-
ship around workshops and university 
extension programs. i was one of the 
chosen few (as it were) selected to par-
ticipate in the 2000 Special Program on 
21st Century librarianship at Stanford 
University for a week. 
Q: When did your SLA affiliation begin?
i became a member about 1980. i felt 
the need to identify with those larger 
organizations that represent the type of 
library i’m involved in and committed 
to. our library’s goal is to be the librar-
ian’s library, because we’ve received 
questions from librarians all over the 
country looking for information. our 
door is always open. Sla
Adaire receives the 2000 National Award for Library Service on behalf of the Museum of Tolerance 
Library and Archives. The award is given by the U.S. Institute of Museum and Library Services.
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T he World bank defines “developing countries” as those with low and mod-erate levels of per capita 
income. in its 2008 survey, the World 
bank (2009) classified countries with 
per capita incomes below US$ 975 as 
“low income” and those with incomes 
between US$ 976 and US$ 11,905 as 
“middle income.” The United Nations 
human Development index, which con-
siders indicators such as life expectan-
cy, literacy rates and standard of living, 
defines developing countries as those 
lacking a significant degree of indus-
trialization and having low to medium 
standards of living.
Under both definitions, more than 
80 percent of the world’s people live 
in the 100-plus developing countries. 
given their low level of industrialization, 
minimal mineral processing, peasant-
based agricultural production system, 
and limited levels of formal tertiary ser-
vices, these countries have been slow 
to establish special libraries. Few non-
governmental organizations (Ngos) 
have information centers; among busi-
ness enterprises, information centers 
are almost unknown.
An Array of Mini-Libraries
Due to financial constraints, the spe-
cial libraries that operate in developing 
countries tend to be poorly stocked. 
Journal subscriptions are almost non-
existent; shelves (if they’re available) 
are mostly empty. barreto da rosa and 
lamas (2007) noted that a 1993 study 
found that “56% of the institutions in 
countries with less than US$ 1,000 
gDP per capita have had no interna-
tional journal subscription for the last 
5 years, and 21% had only 2 subscrip-
tions.” There is no reason to assume 
that conditions have improved much, 
since the economies of most developing 
countries are in no better shape today 
than they were 10 years ago.
in developed countries, library users 
are accustomed to searching the library 
catalog or indexes for suitable titles, 
then going to the shelves for the actual 
full text of books or journals. if materi-
als are not held in the library, users 
can request them through an inter-
library loan. These activities are largely 
unknown in developing countries—most 
special libraries lack basic items like 
bookshelves and catalogs. (in 2006, 
the librarian of the Ugandan Ministry 
of energy and Mineral Development 
started the ministry’s resource center 
with two donated bookshelves and one 
computer for users.)




DeSPiTe a laCk OF COMPUTerS aND iNFOrMaTiON reSOUrCeS aND  
liTTle Or NO iNTerNeT aCCeSS, SPeCial librarieS iN DeVelOPiNg  
COUNTrieS haVe OPPOrTUNiTieS TO helP UNDerSerVeD POPUlaTiONS.
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even in libraries that have a basic 
infrastructure in place, shortages 
abound. it is common for resource 
centers in government agencies to hold 
numerous copies of single documents 
that, for lack of resources, have not 
been distributed to their intended audi-
ences. Thus, it is not unusual for a 
resource center of a ministry not to 
have key policy documents produced 
by sister ministries within the same 
government.
Moreover, a lot of research literature, 
feasibility studies, reports, conference 
papers and the like are locked in the 
desks of officials in various ministries, 
organizations and corporations, effec-
tively creating an array of mini-libraries 
in individual offices. Not until they are 
constrained by lack of space do these 
officials submit copies of the docu-
ments to the resource center in their 
organization.
The information materials held in 
special libraries in developing countries 
typically are in printed form. There 
is minimal cataloging of materials—
most resource centers lack online pub-
lic access catalogs, and those that 
have attempted to catalog have used 
Microsoft access, which does not sup-
port Web publishing, or UNeSCo’s 
WiNiSiS, which is outdated—and little 
inter-library lending, making it difficult 
to identify inventories. Documents rang-
ing from policy statements to bills and 
acts to technical reports comprise the 
bulk of information materials available 
in the resource centers of government 
ministries and agencies.
While most parent organizations of 
special libraries in developing coun-
tries have Web sites, they have made 
only limited attempts to integrate the 
holdings of their libraries into the sites, 
and this information is not regularly 
updated. Partly for this reason, a lot of 
content held in these libraries is under-
utilized and inaccessible.
Lacking Basic Services
Notwithstanding the challenges they 
face, special libraries have a long history 
in africa, with repositories in Mali, egypt 
and ethiopia. More proactive progress is 
observable in Kenya, Nigeria and South 
africa (Van rooi and Snyman 2006). in 
Taiwan (Chen and Chiu 2005), services 
are relatively basic and conventional, 
and there is insufficient participation in 
corporate knowledge management proj-
ects and corporate information services. 
in mainland China, efforts to coordinate 
and integrate the activities of special 
libraries into the country’s library sys-
tem have taken root.
To learn the status of special librar-
ies in my home country, i conducted 
an informal survey of 12 libraries in 
Kampala, the capital of Uganda. Four 
of the libraries i visited were ministerial 
resource centers, six were in govern-
ment agencies, and two served research 
institutions in health and agriculture. by 
talking to the librarians in charge, i was 
able to find out about various aspects of 
the services rendered and the facilities 
available for patrons.
This study was by no means exhaus-
tive—the libraries i visited were chosen 
largely because of their proximity to the 
city center. The survey revealed, how-
ever, that even very basic services are 
lacking in most libraries (see Figure 1) 
but also that some advances are being 
made to take advantage of information 
technologies.
as Figure 1 makes clear, there is 
minimal journal availability in Uganda’s 
special libraries. The commercial data-
bases that are accessed by research 
institutions are mainly those available 
through consortia; open access is the 
other alternative, though most librarians 
i talked to were unaware of the most 
popular open access databases. Most 
libraries have computers, but not all of 
them are connected to the internet and 
some are not accessible to the general 
public.
Increasing Access
Despite this appalling state of affairs, 
inroads are being made. a growing 
focus on collection development and 
management is enabling some special 
libraries to better meet the overall goals 
of the institutions they serve as well as 
the specific needs of users. research 
reports and special collections are being 
digitized and uploaded to institutional 
Web sites, thereby increasing access 
to information (science and technology 
institutions are taking a leading role in 
Figure1:  Services Offered by Special Libraries in Uganda
 Journal  Commercial open access    internet 
Type of library Subscriptions Databases Databases oPaC Classification Computers access
government (4)  1 1 2 1 2 3 2           
government  0 0 1 0 2 3 2           
agencies (6)
research  2 1 2 0 2 2 2          
Centers (2)
% of Total 25 16.6 41.6 8.3 50 67 50         
N=12
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this regard). hardware and software 
costs and a lack of technical skills are 
still a hindrance in this area, however, 
and are limiting the number of librar-
ies taking these actions. The example 
of the indian institute of Technology in 
New Delhi, where a team of people with 
diverse skills and knowledge worked 
together to digitally modernize their 
library, should be emulated.
because commercial databases 
remain out of reach of most special 
libraries in developing countries, these 
libraries rely instead on open access 
sources. it is hoped that through 
open access mechanisms, scientists 
in developing countries will be able 
to access and disseminate scholarly 
research as readily as their counter-
parts in developed countries (alemu 
2009). Currently, gaining access to 
scientific research involves either open 
access archiving of published research 
or online archiving of journals, where 
the cost of the publications is met by 
the authors’ funding body or institution 
(Chan and Costa 2005).
Some libraries are using CD-roM 
technology and networks (both local 
area networks and wide area networks) 
to provide access to bibliographic data-
bases, online catalogs, and the full 
text of journals. a case in point is 
the international Nuclear information 
System (iNiS), which offers databases 
on CD-roMs and DVDs that list more 
than 3 million bibliographical records 
and 600,000 full texts of conventional 
and non-conventional literature. The 
CD-roMs and DVDs are supplied free 
to member countries of the international 
atomic energy agency (iaea 2010).
access to information through 
CD-roMs and DVDs is hampered, 
however, by the limited number of 
computers. Some developing countries 
are addressing this shortage through 
fiscal policies (such as tax waivers) that 
encourage the purchase of information 
technology equipment. This is true in 
Uganda, where the importation of com-
puters is tax free.
Growth in Mobile Phones
but obtaining more computers is only 
part of the battle. Most developing 
countries access the internet through 
satellite connections, which are very 
expensive to install and maintain. (This 
is likely to change in the coming years, 
as many arab and african countries 
begin connecting to submarine fiber 
optic networks.) The potential market 
for inexpensive internet access in devel-
oping countries is enormous—accord-
ing to barreto da rosa and lamas 
(2007), there are “more than twice as 
many internet users in germany than 
on the entire african continent,” and a 
study conducted recently by the african 
Virtual University (Fritz 2005) found 
that african colleges pay 50 times more 
for their bandwidth than similar institu-
tions in the rest of the world.
The use of wireless application proto-
col (WaP) devices to access the internet 
is hampered by the high costs associ-
ated with this kind of service. The poorly 
developed communication infrastruc-
ture that prevails in most rural areas 
of developing countries, coupled with 
the exorbitant initial costs of acquiring 
mobile devices with internet-enabled 
capabilities, keeps many people away 
from this technology.
one positive development is that 
developing countries are witnessing a 
high rate of growth in the use of mobile 
telephones. africa, for example, has 
registered the world’s highest mobile 
phone growth in recent years, ranging 
from 50 percent to 400 percent (Juech 
2008). The Sir albert Cook library, in 
collaboration with Makerere University 
Medical School in Uganda, provides 
some medical students with personal 
digital assistants (PDas) so they can 
access medical databases and other 
reference tools when treating patients 
in areas with unreliable or no network 
coverage. other technologies, including 
virtual referencing, instant messaging, 
and voice over internet protocol (VoiP), 
are also being used to enhance infor-
mation delivery.
one such technology is Question box, 
a free telephone hotline designed to 
provide information to people in remote 
areas who lack access to the internet 
and computers. in Uganda, Question 
box is being used to share information 
with farmers in rural areas. Similar to 
this is the grameen Foundation, which 
allows people to find information on top-
ics like health and agriculture through 
the use of text messaging. These ser-
vices clearly are the future of accessing 
specialized information; they also are a 
strategy that special libraries can easily 
adapt to enhance information delivery, 
a function at which most developing 
countries have failed tragically.
Becoming Proactive and Visible
as noted earlier, the economies of many 
developing countries are dominated by 
peasant-based agricultural production, 
extraction mining, and limited indus-
trialization. These are areas where a 
lot of research is being conducted by 
governments and academic institutions, 
yet the research findings rarely reach 
the rural population involved in the 
activities.
There is a need for special librar-
ies to be more proactive in devising 
mechanisms for delivering information 
to rural villages. They should become 
more visible in these villages and sup-
libraries around The world
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controlled and funded by the central government  
are successful in mainland China.
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ply specialized information about better 
methods of farming, pest control, agri-
cultural mechanization, environmental 
and energy conservation, and so on. 
They can be funded the way public 
libraries are funded, except they will 
provide specialized information to a dif-
ferent type of clientele and will be better 
positioned to generate their own income 
in due course.
China provides an example that 
other developing countries could follow. 
Special libraries established, controlled 
and funded by the central government 
are successful in mainland China. The 
government is in charge of the exchange 
of information and cooperation between 
special libraries, building and leading 
the national information network, and 
establishing and implementing rules, 
laws and standards concerning infor-
mation services (hu 1996).
individuals playing key roles in the 
establishment of special libraries in 
developing countries should examine 
China’s model and pick the elements 
that are palatable to them. They should 
also refer to the successful experiences 
of advanced nations and incorporate 
some of their practices.
Meanwhile, librarians in special librar-
ies in developing countries need to get 
enhanced training through workshops, 
lectures and hands-on exercises to 
learn modern techniques of information 
management and delivery. librarians in 
resource centers, documentation cen-
ters and other settings are viewed as 
support staff and are not a priority in 
institutional training programs. This is 
where professional organizations like 
the Special libraries association (Sla) 
should come in. There is a need to get 
librarians in special libraries organized 
into professional associations so they 
can start networking and sharing infor-
mation and experiences with peers. 
Through such interactions, which can 
be virtual or real, they will get exposed 
to modern trends and learn to exploit 
available opportunities.
Organizing and Networking
More and more such opportunities 
are becoming available. Developing 
countries are witnessing an increase 
in internet access, and information 
technologies are becoming more widely 
available. librarians need to use these 
tools to increase their collections and 
improve access to them. They also 
need to take advantage of funding from 
donor agencies to automate and digitize 
their collections.
open access and instructional reposi-
tories have improved accessibility to a 
lot of literature from developed coun-
tries and spurred the creation of local 
content resources. These resources 
though, are not fully utilized. Developing 
countries must seek funding to improve 
their infrastructure (especially in the 
area of information technology). Special 
libraries will benefit in the process.
librarians in special libraries in devel-
oping countries must get organized and 
start networking. They need to speak 
with a single voice and take advan-
tage of bargains accruing from group 
negotiations with commercial database 
and other publishers. There are many 
practices and innovations that special 
librarians in developing countries need 
to adapt to help their nations, their 
organizations, and their countrymen 
prosper. Sla
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L ibraries and librarians have been the gatekeepers to knowledge stores for more than 200 years. as their col-
lections grew, they invented ways to 
easily find the information and knowl-
edge they stored by creating classifica-
tion systems and then subject headings 
to identify the concepts or topics repre-
sented in the items being stored. every 
major language now has at least one 
classification system, and most coun-
tries have created and adopted clas-
sification and subject access systems, 
such as the Universal Decimal System 
(UDC) or lenin’s outline of knowledge 
for russia. in the United States, the 
use of the Dewey Decimal Classification 
System, Sears Subject headings, and 
the library of Congress Classification 
System is widespread.
With the ubiquity of computers and 
easy access to information afforded by 
the internet, gate keeping focusing on 
a single item has diminished, but the 
need to find information that suits a 
person’s search query has become ever 
more important. The ocean of informa-
tion is deep and rich, but very difficult 
to navigate. google has created a false 
sense of security in the typical internet 
user’s mind. “i can just google it,” peo-
ple think, and they do—and then they 
get millions of possible results ranked 
according to topic relevance or the level 
of confidence that any given result will 
satisfy their request.
More and more staff time is being 
spent this way. on average, office work-
ers now spend 35 percent of their 
time—nearly three hours in an eight-
hour work day—using their computers 
to look for information. This is incredibly 
expensive.
To compound the information man-
agement problem, many organizations 
continually lose bits and pieces of their 
knowledge base because workers take 
valuable information with them (in their 
heads) when they retire or leave to take 
another job. baby boomers worldwide 
are beginning to retire in droves, and 
organizations of all types are downsiz-
ing in response to economic pressures, 
TaxonoMies
Using a ‘Collabulary’ 
to Create a Taxonomy
a TaxONOMy CaN helP OrgaNizaTiONS CaPTUre  
aND MaNage iNFOrMaTiON aND kNOWleDge aND  
Make Their WOrkerS MOre PrODUCTiVe.
BY MARJORIE HLAVA
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Division, a former member of the Sla board of Directors and former chair of the information Technology 
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leading to a near crisis in informa-
tion availability and access. Knowledge 
management—capturing information 
before workers leave and documenting 
what was learned about a process or 
project before starting the next one—is 
a partial response to this problem. but 
these things are very hard to do, not to 
mention boring. When you complete a 
project, you want to move on to some-
thing new, not document what you’ve 
already done. 
Serving as a Backbone
What if people could document what 
they learn as they go? What if the infor-
mation and perhaps even the knowledge 
they are acquiring could be captured as 
it is being learned and applied? What if 
a group could use a social networking 
application to share and capture infor-
mation and knowledge created through-
out the life of a project?
i believe that a well-formed taxono-
my, serving as the backbone of, say, a 
knowledge management or information 
management or SharePoint repository, 
can enable this capture of knowledge. if 
such a taxonomy were implemented—
and that is a big if—it could help the 
remaining staff members in downsized 
organizations make the most of their 
working hours by being more produc-
tive.
a taxonomy is an outline of knowl-
edge. a taxonomy can form a site map 
for a Web site or a view of the contents 
of a body of work. it is a set of nested 
terms, with parent-child or broader-
narrower relationships, and is the hier-
archical or broader-narrower view of a 
thesaurus.
Until recently, taxonomies have not 
been used much in relation to “tagging” 
social media, but this is changing rapid-
ly in response to evolutions in metadata 
and searching. historically, taxonomies 
have been used to tag articles and other 
textual content as part of a controlled 
vocabulary. Taxonomies indicate the 
concepts in a document and, as part 
of a thesaurus or controlled vocabulary, 
form the basis for database keywords 
and controlled descriptors.
Taxonomies can be created by 
groups or by harvesting information 
nuggets as they are contributed. a few 
organizations are already leading the 
way in these types of implementations. 
They use taxonomies in publications, 
SharePoint repositories, author sub-
mission systems, Web sites, search 
queries, records, inputs to the search 
system, browsable search trees, dis-
plays for browsing, and other processes 
and applications (see Figure 1).
Taxonomies can be used to discover 
trends by analyzing the terms in an 
information corpus over time. instead of 
using (often irrelevant) co-occurrences 
in huge batches of text, organizations 
can use a taxonomy to hone in on the 
data and the concepts they represent. 
This provides a much deeper under-
standing of a data set or a streaming 
feed of data. a large set of records can 
be automatically indexed using various 
taxonomies and then compared for spe-
cific knowledge domains. The data can 
be graphically displayed in many ways 
to show the concentration of informa-
tion and how it moves or converges over 
time (see Figures 2 and 3).
“okay,” you say, “i’m convinced i 
should have a taxonomy, but what kind 
of work is involved in this task? it seems 
like a major mountain must be climbed 
to create and implement a taxonomy!”
There are two ways to get started. 
one way is to hire a firm to do the work. 
For some organizations, this approach 
works well—it gets you off to a fast 
start and provides you with a guide to 
TaxonoMies
Figure1:  Taxonomy Search Options
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the implementations and hooks. The 
second way is to do it yourself. in either 
case, you’ll eventually have to take over 
the work for your own organization. 
Since some organizations cannot hire 
outsiders, let’s concentrate on some 
ways you can easily begin creating and 
maintaining a taxonomy in your orga-
nization.
First, you’ll need to find at least one 
wordsmith (and maybe several). Some 
people love words—their meanings and 
the variations in the ways they are used. 
For others, words are simply a commu-
TaxonoMies
Figure 2:  Taxonomy Term Analytics
Figure 3:  Taxonomy Term Analytics
nication tool. To build a taxonomy, you 
must capture the kinds of things people 
do and talk about in your organization—
the concepts that describe their work. 
The wordsmiths can work with the 
concepts and can perceive and create 
the relationships needed for a success-
ful taxonomy. others can add valuable 
contributions around the concepts.
Enticing Participation
People are increasingly using Web tools 
such as wikis or purpose-built software 
to build a collection of terms to use in 
tagging. in these efforts, the wordsmiths 
take the lead; others join in when they 
see the worth of the tagged items or 
have items to contribute. The method 
i’ve seen most often for contributing to 
vocabularies is a blog or wiki monitored 
by an editorial team that evaluates each 
item to ensure strict control.
i’m going to use an increasingly com-
mon term, “collabulary,” to describe 
this process and envision it as some-
thing much more loose and fun. The 
lead editor (the taxonomist) visits the 
wiki or blog occasionally to make sure 
it’s not getting too much out of hand. 
The development process is something 
like that of Wikipedia articles, where 
the participants (if there are enough of 
them) tend to keep things in line by cor-
recting and improving on each other.
To entice participation, the main 
topic could be somewhat whimsical or 
interesting—for example, people could 
contribute vocabulary items pertaining 
to their home towns. This would tie in 
with user contributions on other topics 
to form a community-developed thesau-
rus and provide various possibilities for 
associating (or not) with the registry.
The purpose of the taxonomy and 
the end product will help determine the 
technology that is used to develop it. 
Suggestions without a related discus-
sion (not recommended) would require 
nothing more than an input form that 
produces a table of information that 
could be displayed as a hierarchy (auto-
matically or as the source of an import). 
however, if we want to encourage a 
discussion, then a forum that organizes 
discussions in threads (perhaps one per 
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term) would work. entry of vocabulary 
items into the thesaurus would probably 
be performed manually; the hierarchical 
display of the product from the resulting 
thesaurus could be dynamic. (See the 
forum for suggestions to the aSiS&T 
thesaurus at http://www.dataharmony.
com/aSiSTNotes/, which has a little 
bit of discussion in the “Terms in the 
aSiS&T thesaurus” section.)
a wiki could serve the same purpose, 
particularly if each page is dedicated to 
a term. links to broader, narrower, and 
related terms might be easier to display. 
Users will need to know a little about 
formatting, but wikis may be common 
enough to negate that problem (or a 
moderator could clean up pages sub-
mitted by novices). Page templates 
could include sections for scope notes 
as well as general discussions and term 
relationships. a form could be created 
that would produce an initial page as 
well as structured term data for import 
into the hierarchy. Discussion items 
could be added, manually reviewed, 
and acted upon by the taxonomist in 
charge of the collabulary project.
For either a forum or wiki, the hierar-
chical product could link to the thread 
or page on which the discussion about 
the term appears. The initial discussion 
would probably just take place among 
your own team.
you should consider starting with 
an existing thesaurus, even if it’s just 
a skeleton of what you expect the end 
product to look like. Many of them are 
publically available. The U.S. govern-
ment has produced some high-quality 
thesauri that can be adopted in toto or 
piecemeal, depending on the subject 
area in which you’re interested.
Start small, organize the information 
in one area, and build out from there. 
librarians are often wordsmiths and are 
well suited to this kind of work. Many 
resources, including standards, books, 
Web sites and wikis, are available to 
provide guidance. The new Taxonomy 
Division of Sla has information and 
members available to discuss the proj-
ect. Sla
TaxonoMy sTandards
Taxonomy standards include thesaurus and terminology standards from the 
National information Standards organization (NiSo), the british Standards 
institute (bSi), and the international organization for Standardization (iSo). 
in addition, standards for displaying and connecting the content for semantic 
Web connections are available from the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C). 
The standards of interest to librarians are as follows:
 
ansi/niso Z39.19: guidelines for the Construction, Format, and 
Management of Monolingual Controlled Vocabularies
bs 8723: Structured vocabularies for information retrieval
iso 25964: Thesauri and interoperability with other vocabularies,  
Part 1 (Thesauri for information retrieval)
owl: Web ontology language
sKos: Simple Knowledge organization System
iso 704:2009: Terminology work—Principles and methods
iso/np 860: Terminology work—harmonization of concepts and terms
iso/Cd 1087-1: Terminology work—Vocabulary, Part 1 (Theory and  
application)
iso/Tr 22134:2007: Practical guidelines for socioterminology
ios/Tr 24156:2008: guidelines for using UMl notation in  
terminology work
iso 29383:2010: Terminology policies—Development and  
implementation 
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Critical Management Skills for 
Information professionals
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she has responsibility for library information technology systems, technical services, and collection management for a 
22-branch library system. She has more than 20 years of experience in a variety of nonprofit and for-profit settings, 
including news, legal and social services organizations. She can be reached at Debbie.schachter@vpl.ca.
information professionals who manage 
others need to have skills in a number 
of leadership areas in addition to the 
fundamental skills related to our profes-
sion. Not only do we need to know our 
organization and the industry within 
which it operates, we have to be skilled 
at planning, organizing, supervising and 
leading staff through difficult times. 
These skills are all the more important 
in times of crisis or adverse economic 
situations, when negative work envi-
ronments can lead to ineffective work 
teams at best and exposure to resource 
reductions at worst.
over and over in the management 
literature, a number of competencies 
receive particular attention. i believe 
there are three skill areas that are abso-
lutely critical, particularly in times of 
transition or other pressures—commu-
nication, empowerment, and political 
acumen. given the pace and amount 
of change taking place in work environ-
ments nowadays, these skills are critical 
to managing change as well as helping 
you lead your staff through organiza-
tional strife.
Communication Skills
Communication skills are linked to 
almost every management skill or area 
of personal development. yes, you can 
empower others and learn to navigate 
your organization’s culture and customs 
without communicating well, but to be 
truly effective at these and other activi-
ties, you must have well-honed commu-
nication skills. This means you must be 
aware of the need to communicate and 
be willing and able to share information 
with others who need it in a meaningful 
way. (ironically, while information pro-
fessionals are in the business of iden-
tifying, managing and disseminating 
information, we are not necessarily the 
best at sharing information and seeking 
feedback from our own staff.) 
Communication may (and often does) 
need to take place through a variety of 
media—in person, through a blog or 
e-mail message, on an intranet or Web 
site, in print, or in formal group set-
tings. because people learn and absorb 
information in a number of ways, you 
will need to convey the same message 
through a number of channels concur-
rently if you are communicating with a 
broad audience at work. This may seem 
repetitive, but if you are working with a 
varied or dispersed group of employees, 
you will need to repeat your message 
several times, in several ways. even 
with this approach, there will be those 
who don’t get the message or misun-
derstand it, so learn from your efforts 
and identify what you can do to improve 
your results.
Communication is about engaging 
others through your message, whether 
they agree with it or not. being able 
to clearly articulate the message may 
seem simple, but if you are not clear 
about it yourself, your message to oth-
ers will not be clear. especially during 
times of uncertainty, your staff mem-
bers need you to convey information, 
seek feedback, and provide an endur-
ing vision to continue engaging and 
effectively leading them.
Empowering Others
recent articles in the Harvard Business 
Journal have discussed the benefits that 
accrue to organizations that empower 
their employees and highlighted some 
of the pitfalls of not empowering them. 
in the July-august edition, for example, 
two articles identify the need to empow-
er staff to improve customer service and 
maintain a competitive edge.
rosabeth Moss Kanter’s “Power-
lessness Corrupts” suggests that 
employees who feel powerless, par-
ticularly in situations involving layoffs 
and increased workloads, may eventu-
ally engage in what she describes as 
corporate sabotage. one of the ways 
that managers create powerless staff 
is by limiting the flow of information to 
them. empowerment, then, begins with 
sharing information and extends to 
granting staff control over, and respon-
sibility for, solving problems and making 
decisions.
Josh bernoff and Ted Schandler’s 
“empowered: in a world where one 
angry tweet can torpedo a brand, cor-
porations need to unleash their employ-
ees to fight back” takes a different 
perspective, focusing on the positive 
ways to respond to staff who show ini-
The ability to communicate well, empower employees, 
and navigate the political culture can make the difference 
between success and failure in organizations.
By deBBIe SChAChTer, MLS, MBA
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tiative, especially if they do so outside 
of their formally sanctioned roles. The 
authors identify the value of capturing 
the “hero” (highly empowered and 
resourceful operative) people who inno-
vate with technology inside a company.
according to bernoff and Schandler, 
if a corporate culture doesn’t promote 
empowerment, individual managers can 
help change the culture by encouraging 
and fostering the hero concept. in the 
long run, empowered employees help 
managers provide better service, avoid 
pitfalls and make better decisions. even 
in the most difficult situations, empow-
ered employees will be more resilient in 
the face of change.
Political Skills
Political skills may not always be con-
sidered essential for information profes-
sionals, but they cannot be valued too 
highly in today’s business environment. 
Political skills range from our ability to 
convince others to do what we want 
to understanding the many nuances 
of information that is being conveyed 
to us. it can also mean identifying 
someone you need on your side as a 
supporter, even if he or she does not 
have formal authority within the orga-
nization.
Political skills aren’t about manipulat-
ing others; their purpose is to facilitate 
personal and professional relationships 
and enable you to see the big picture as 
well as the details. They can help you 
better understand the perspectives of 
others, which is a good way to develop 
effective strategies and tactics. They 
can also help you position yourself to 
become an influencer and obtain and 
retain resources.
Political skills are not always innate—
they can be learned—but if they do 
not come naturally to you, they can 
feel forced and unnatural. each orga-
nizational culture has its own political 
structure and customs, which you will 
need to understand before you can be 
effective yourself.
it is difficult to pinpoint only a handful 
of skills that information professionals 
need to develop and demonstrate to 
others, but certainly the trio of com-
munication, empowerment and political 
acumen are three of the most important. 
being aware of your abilities in these 
areas and consciously practicing them 
will show results over time. There is no 
magic bullet for avoiding the impacts of 
the current economic situation, but if 
you are a strong leader, you will benefit 
your staff and make a positive impact 
beyond the information center. Sla
info business
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with other readers and researchers.
stage 2: adding services to the book 
foundation. Fairly quickly, libraries 
discovered that customers had prob-
lems and questions that couldn’t be 
solved easily just by providing access 
to information contained in books and 
articles. Services inside libraries rose to 
the challenge—librarians and informa-
tion professionals started to improve 
the quality of questions through refer-
ence work and research support of end 
users. eventually, training in the use of 
libraries included bibliographic instruc-
tion; with the widespread emergence of 
electronic resources, advanced training 
in searching, filtering, evaluation and 
use became commonplace. again, this 
was a big step, but our share of all 
questions diminished with the emer-
gence of a consumer-focused Web.
stage 3: differentiating library ser-
vices based on service design. This is 
the phase in which many libraries find 
themselves today. Many special librar-
ies have integrated customer access to 
both internal and external resources to 
enhance the productivity of their enter-
prises. Many have also built or par-
ticipated in the creation of intranets that 
combine content and services to ensure 
that decisions are made in the presence 
of high-quality information. by adding 
virtual reference services and mobile 
access, librarians and other information 
professionals are now “where the user 
is” and needn’t be sought out by some-
one who wants information.
This phase is where information-
dependent organizations desire to be 
positioned today. Most information pro-
fessionals now answer only the impor-
tant questions and focus on aligning 
themselves with the mission and strate-
info TeCh
The emerging new Library/
Librarian experience
improving the experience for customers and adding value  
to their interactions represents the next phase in the  
evolution of libraries.
By STephen ABrAM, MLS
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libraries and librarians are all about 
experiences. in this column, i’d like to 
explore the knowledge experience and 
how it has changed over the years with 
respect to the library/librarian value 
proposition.
let’s start with an assumption and 
a bias (mine, of course). First, the 
assumption: To be defined as a library, 
there must be some personal increase 
in the value received in the experience 
that results in the transformation of the 
user. otherwise, we’re just talking about 
transactions—downloads, hits, search 
results, copies, circulation, and so on. 
and while transactions are easy to 
count, they don’t begin to show the full 
impact of interacting with trained infor-
mation professionals and librarians and 
the measureable and transformational 
alignment with personal, corporate or 
institutional goals.
Next, the bias: i don’t believe you can 
call anything a library unless there’s an 
information professional (e.g., a librar-
ian, technician, archivist, or records 
manager) involved. a book room or 
warehouse for paper isn’t a library; 
likewise, a Web presence without the 
involvement and animation of an infor-
mation pro is just that—a Web site.
Together, the assumption and bias 
help us frame the knowledge experi-
ence and value proposition. For exam-
ple, a search box, to date, just doesn’t 
meet the mark in rising to be a true 
modern library experience. There’s no 
information professional involved and 
there’s not, to my mind, enough value 
added in the experience.
Now, let’s look at the history of the 
physical and virtual library experiences 
in four stages.
stage 1: providing access to library 
books. Many moons ago, libraries 
thrived by providing free access to book 
collections. librarians made sure the 
books could be found (through cata-
logs) and supported their circulation. 
in this era, critical advantage came just 
from having good collections, free use, 
and convenient hours.
When libraries were challenged by 
the internet, they moved their inventory 
management and circulation systems to 
computer terminals and the Web. This 
continues today with the emergence of 
huge databases of e-books and articles 
for access and download. Commercial 
systems like amazon, Delicious and 
Digg have proven that readers and 
researchers want something more—to 
create metadata and interact and share 
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gies of their organizations.
stage 4: Co-creating experiences with 
library users. We are seeing the early 
signs of the next phase of what we used 
to call libraries. in this phase, informa-
tion professionals are embedded into 
strategic teams that make progress on 
institutional goals. The bywords of this 
phase are collaboration and commu-
nity. Value is driven by everyone on the 
team, including librarians; each team 
member co-creates new ideas, informa-
tion and insights and applies them to 
the difficult problems facing complex 
organizations. Technology plays a big 
role here but it is subordinate to the 
relationships among the team members 
and the joint understanding of the main 
goal(s).
in each stage we can see that there 
has been a commoditization of the 
underlying parts of the strategies. 
books, articles and content have, 
for most intents and purposes, been 
commoditized. Virtually everyone has 
access on some level to everything—
indeed, to too much of everything. and 
the new ocean of information is getting 
very deep and difficult to navigate. all 
of these developments increase the 
pressure on librarians and information 
professionals to position themselves as 
transformational animators rather than 
mere keepers of content and managers 
of transactions.
Building Great Experiences
So, now we face another challenge. 
if we acknowledge that experience 
trumps content almost every time, what 
are the key factors in building great 
experiences? What builds on informa-
tion and creates knowledge and makes 
it useable? 
i have some ideas about where to 
look for this pot of gold. Specifically, i 
believe there are two key factors that 
help to create great user experiences 
and relationships. These factors are as 
follows:
1.  a deep understanding of user goals 
on a psychological level; and
2.  a deep understanding of user inten-
tions on a time scale.
if we open ourselves to the psychol-
ogy of our users and focus on where 
“delight” happens in the information 
experience, we can expand the value 
of the services, products, libraries and 
experiences we create. if, on the other 
hand, we focus too intently on fram-
ing our deliverables as records, books, 
articles, copies, answers, or any other 
object, we undersell the transformation-
al experience of interacting with a librar-
ian or information pro. Consider this list 
of valid psychological consequences of 

















step tied to life goals) 
This list is by no means complete, 
but it offers a sample of consequences 
that speaks to the real goals of users. 
it also helps frame the things you need 
to include in your services and librar-
ies to contribute to these psychologi-
cal needs. For example, think of what 
you can do on your intranet that will 
increase confidence—things like pro-
viding easy access to personal help 
and displaying trusted or authoritative 
brands. Think of ways that your team 
can collaborate with strategic teams in 
your organization.
None of this is easy, but it’s a big step 
up from designing services and librar-
ies to deliver information transactions 
efficiently. Purely electronic services 
can deliver content quickly and answer 
the who, what, where, and when ques-
tions that arise; the difficult questions 
in organizations deal with how and why. 
They also deal with tacit knowledge 
problems rather than explicit problems 
with clear answers.
as we progress into the future, we’ll 
be well advised to position ourselves 
as key partners in creating knowledge 
and supporting the strategic issues that 
affect our host enterprises. as Seth 
godin recently noted, “a car is not 
merely a faster horse, an e-mail is not a 
faster fax. and online project manage-
ment is not a bigger whiteboard. and 
Facebook is not an electronic rolodex. 
Play a new game, not the older game 
but faster.”
We have new opportunities every 
day to change the game and be future 
ready.  Sla
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If we open ourselves to the psychology of our users  
and focus on where “delight” happens in the information 
experience, we can expand the value of the services,  
products, libraries and experiences we create.
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a legal background is not needed to obtain a job that entails 
performing copyright or licensing duties or to add such duties 
to your existing job. 
By LeSLey eLLen hArrIS
info riGhTs
Copyright and Licensing: Job 
Growth Areas for Librarians
as gatekeepers to information and con-
tent, librarians are often at the forefront 
of intellectual property issues (namely 
copyright) relating to traditional and 
electronic forms of content. Digital con-
tent, and the way organizations acquire 
and use it, is creating new tasks and 
positions that may require librarians to 
learn new skills.
librarians are negotiating digital 
licensing agreements to acquire data-
bases and periodicals and are ensuring 
proper use of various media, including 
videos and audio and text materials. 
They are educating patrons and fellow 
employees about copyright law and 
sometimes are clearing rights or provid-
ing permission to use content owned by 
their organizations. Working on copy-
right and licensing issues, librarians are, 
by choice or not, broadening their skills, 
assuming new responsibilities, seek-
ing professional development opportu-
nities, and (i hope) finding personal, 
professional and financial rewards.
Finding or Expanding Jobs
Various jobs are available for librar-
ians (and others) who are interested 
in working in copyright and do not 
have a legal background. government 
workers (more than 450 of them in the 
U.S. Copyright office alone), lobbyists, 
academics, economists, publishers, 
librarians and researchers in museums, 
colleges and archive institutes often 
perform non-legal copyright or licensing 
roles in their organizations.
i recently came across an opening for 
an associate director of resources in the 
health Sciences library at the University 
of Maryland at baltimore. This position 
entails a variety of administrative duties 
as well as the collection, development 
and administration of copyright compli-
ance strategies for sharing resources. 
This position also oversees the reposi-
tory development and obtains digital 
permissions.
The main campus of the University of 
Maryland (College Park) was advertis-
ing recently for an electronic resources 
librarian. This position oversees the 
procurement, licensing, and man-
agement of electronic resources and 
negotiates and administers new and 
existing licenses and contracts. This 
person also works with the university 
counsel to resolve existing and emerg-
ing licensing and contractual issues.
if you are looking for a position that 
includes copyright or licensing duties, 
online searches will point you in the 
right direction. Many librarians, how-
ever, are finding that copyright-related 
responsibilities are being added to their 
current roles. adding such duties, either 
as a sideline to your current position or 
as a way to expand the scope of your 
work, can be beneficial. asking your 
employer to create a new position or 
add a copyright role to your existing one 
will recognize your work in this area and 
allow you to develop critical skills while 
providing benefits to your employer. 
Getting Up to Speed
as in many jobs, working in copyright 
may require that you become a mem-
ber of a larger team or department. 
good communication and task man-
agement skills will prove vital in a team 
environment, as will staying up to date 
on emerging issues and trends. you will 
often need to educate your team mem-
bers about the latest developments in 
copyright law. online resources can 
help you stay abreast of this topic.
adding to your existing knowledge 
and skill sets will also prove important. 
online courses, career development 
workshops, conferences and seminars 
will provide both basic knowledge as 
well as an in-depth understanding of 
copyright law and practices. Self-study 
is also helpful—an increasing number 
of books and online sites have reliable 
and easy-to-understand information 
about copyright principles.
While it is viewed by many as an 
arcane area, copyright law offers a host 
of opportunities for professional devel-
opment. emerging technologies are 
changing the landscape of many indus-
tries and bringing intellectual property 
issues to the forefront. recognizing this 
trend and committing time and energy 
to the field can pay off in a fulfilling 
career. Sla
LESLEY ELLEN HARRIS is a copyright lawyer who consults on legal, business and strategic issues. She is 
editor of a print newsletter, The Copyright & New Media Law Newsletter (issue 2 of 2010 is devoted 
to jobs for non-lawyers in copyright and licensing), which is available at www.copyrightlaws.com. She 
also teaches the Sla certificate program on copyright management and maintains a blog on copyright 
questions and answers. The second edition of her book, Licensing Digital Content: A Practical Guide for 
Librarians, was just published.
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as a new professional and recent library 
school graduate, i am very aware of 
how much i still don’t know about the 
information profession. i learned library 
theory while earning my master’s degree 
and am learning professional practice 
on the job, but i find that the most use-
ful source of information, inspiration 
and advice is my professional network.
Professional networking is vital for 
career development at any stage of 
your career. To paraphrase a paper 
delivered at the New Professionals 
Conference earlier this year, your pro-
fessional network can provide support, 
opportunities for collaboration, access 
to collective intelligence, and a forum to 
discuss ideas, problems and solutions 
(ruddock 2010). i agree with all of 
these points: through my peer network, 
which includes people i’ve met both in 
person and online, i’ve received encour-
agement to submit papers for presenta-
tions, found projects on which to col-
laborate, obtained help with research 
inquiries, and been exposed to some 
fantastic ideas i’d never have come 
across in my own workplace.
i find it tremendously useful to talk 
to people in different stages of their 
careers. When i attended Sla’s annual 
Conference in 2009, one of the most 
useful events of the conference was the 
First-Timers and Fellows reception. as 
a student (at the time), it was incredibly 
inspiring to be able to talk to people 
who’d been active in Sla for a number 
of years and were at the top of their pro-
fession. The exchange of ideas between 
beginners and experienced profession-
als is a key benefit to networking.
however, it must be said that there 
are advantages to having networks run 
specifically for and by new profession-
als. Particularly at face-to-face events, it 
can be incredibly intimidating for a new 
professional to approach others and 
start a conversation. This becomes a far 
easier prospect if you know that the rest 
of the attendees are in the same boat.
Networking with others at the same 
level can also be a good confidence 
builder. While i enjoy reading profes-
sional journals and attending confer-
ence presentations to get ideas from 
other information professionals, this can 
also be slightly dispiriting. i am at the 
very beginning of my career and work-
ing in a job where i have little input into 
the strategic direction of the library, 
so learning about projects that others 
have started often makes me wonder 
how i’ll ever get to a position where i’m 
able to implement these kinds of ideas. 
hearing from other professionals at my 
level about projects they’re working on 
and ideas they’ve implemented can be 
of more practical use.
New professionals can also be a 
valuable support network. This is an 
incredibly difficult time to be graduat-
ing from library school and hunting for 
a job, but knowing there are others out 
there in the same position—people with 
whom you can share ideas, advice and 
sympathy—can make the situation feel 
much more manageable.
Serving an Important Purpose
The concept of a network for new profes-
sionals is not without its controversies. 
recently, the association of european 
research libraries (liber) launched 
yeP! (young european Professionals), 
“the network of young professionals 
in university, research and national 
libraries across europe.” When this was 
mentioned on U.K. mailing lists, there 
were outcries that such a network was 
“ageist” and that using the term “young 
professional” could put off those who 
are middle-aged or older but still con-
sider themselves new professionals or 
are interested in networking with them. 
When contacted about the issue, liber 
clarified that “young professional” was 
intended to mean either “young of age 
or young of spirit” and that the network 
was open to anyone.
The objections to yeP! seemed to 
be based mainly on the terminology 
used. Plenty of people change careers 
and enter librarianship later in their 
lives after working as paraprofessionals. 
“New professionals” come in all ages, 
so it is not surprising that forming a 
group of “young professionals” caused 
offense. The problem could have been 
avoided by simply using the word “new” 
firsT read
networking Groups for  
new professionals
librarians who are new to the profession can learn much from 
industry veterans, but some of their concerns and interests  
are best addressed by connecting with other new librarians.
By LAurA woodS, MSC
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in place of “young,” but it is to liber’s 
credit that it clarified its position so 
quickly. i have, however, come across 
objections to the very nature of network-
ing groups for new professionals.
one concern voiced about yeP! was 
that “fragmenting” the profession into 
“splinter interest groups” could “dilute 
our professional voice.” When a cross-
sector online network for new pro-
fessionals—the liS New Professionals 
Network (liSNPN)—was launched, one 
person commented on Twitter that this 
amounted to “nannying” and that we 
should “get out of [new professional] 
groups and into the mainstream.”
i understand these sorts of objections, 
but i disagree with them. i’m not sug-
gesting that “new professional” groups 
are a replacement for mainstream net-
working groups, but they do serve an 
important purpose. a networking group 
cannot be all things to all people, just 
as a professional association cannot. 
Sla, for example, has divisions for vari-
ous specialties within librarianship in 
recognition of the fact that people work-
ing in different topic areas have differ-
ent interests and concerns. CiliP, the 
main library association in the United 
Kingdom, has special interest groups 
for the same reason.
i see “new professional” networks as 
an extension of this philosophy. People 
at the beginning of their careers have 
different concerns, interests and needs 
than do established professionals.
i consider myself fortunate to have 
so many opportunities to network with 
other new professionals. Sla’s First 
Five years advisory Council provides 
some terrific resources and opportuni-
ties for those at the start of their careers. 
i was lucky enough to win one of 
Sla europe’s early Career Conference 
awards in 2009, which enabled me to 
attend the Sla annual Conference that 
year. i have also been involved with 
CiliP’s Career Development group and 
recently joined liSNPN.
liSNPN is an online network, so it 
is perfect for networking with other 
new professionals around the world. 
although targeted toward new profes-
sionals, it is open to anyone who is 
interested. Several established profes-
sionals have already joined with the 
intention of providing advice to, and 
sharing ideas with, the new profession-
als in the network.
by getting involved with various “new 
professional” groups, i’ve made con-
tacts and connections that have been 
of tremendous benefit even at this early 
stage of my career. on a personal level, 
i’ve also made some great friends i 
hope to stay in touch with long after i’ve 
left my current job—and no matter what 
direction my career takes me. Sla
REFERENCES
liS New Professionals Network. accessible 
online at http://www.lisnpn.spruz.com/.
ruddock, b. 2010. Proving the value of 
peer networks: Plugging into your peers. 
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